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The Third Place

sixteenth century, the former severely reproached the latter for their

belief in Purgatory, to which Luther referred as “the third place.”
I'his “invented” world—the “other world”—is not mentioned in the
Bible.

The aim of this book is to trace the formation of the idea of this third
place through time, from its roots in Judeo-Christian antiquity to its final
emergence with the flowering of medieval civilization in the second half of
the twelfth century, when the idea of Purgatory finally took hold in the
West, and beyond, into the next century. Ishall try to explain why the idea
of Purgatory is intimately bound up with this important moment in the
history of Christendom and to show, further, the crucial role that Purga-
tory played in persuading people to accept (or, in the case of the heretics, to
teject) the new society that was the result of two and one-half centuries of
prodigious growth following the year 1000.

I N THE bitter disputes that pitted Protestants against Catholics in the

WHAT WAS AT STAKE?

It is rare that we can follow the historical development of a belief, even
il—as is the case with Purgatory—it is made up of many very ancient
elements, whose origins often seem to be lost in the depths of time. But
belief in Purgatory is no mere adjunct, no minor addition to the great
wdifice whose foundations were first laid by primitive Christianity and
which eventually developed into the medieval Church. Ideas about the
other world are among the more prominent features of any religion or
society. The life of the believer undergoes a change when he becomes
vonvinced that life does not end with death.

The gradual emergence—or perhaps one should say, the lengthy con-
struction—of the doctrine of Purgatory at once required and entailed a
substantial modification in the spatial and temporal framework of the
Christian imagination. Such mental structures are the framework within
which society lives and thinks. In a society as thoroughly permeated with
toligion as was the Christian West from the end of antiquity down to the
industrial revolution—an epoch to which I refer, with some license, as the



THE THIRD PLACE

“Middle Ages” in the broad sense—to changc? the geogra.phy of the Oth}fr
world and hence of the universe, to alter time in the g&erl}fe and hence the
link between earthly, historical time and eschatological time, b.etween the
time of existence and the time of anticipation—to do these things was tIo
bring about a gradual but noneltfheless crucial intellectual revolution. It
i change life itself. .

waé’lel;:i;?lg’e t:mergeﬁce of such a belief is associated with far-reachmg
social change. The new way of thinking about the other world was Ji'ela.te |
to specific changes in this one. What were these changes? WhaF ideo oglcal
role did Purgatory play? The fact that the' Church exerted tight contr;)d
over the new doctrine, going so far as to divide power over the other wor
between itself and God, shows that the stakes were high. Why not leave the
dead to wander as they will, or to rest in peace?

BEFORE PURGATORY

Purgatory did indeed come to prominence as a “third place.” Chrlstlar;:ty
inherited from earlier religions and civilizat10n§ a ge_ograp.hy of the other
world. Two models were set before it: Christianity might well l:;ve
followed Judaism in choosing a monistic othex: wor.ld-—sheol—rather 1 an
a dualistic one like the Roman Hades and Elysian Fields, th'e fgrmer ap acg
of terror, the latter of happiness. But it adopted the dualistic model and
even accentuated some of its features. Rather than senq all the dea.d, goo |
and bad alike, to repose underground for some portion of_ the 1ntervl?
between Creation and the Day of Judgment, Chnstlan.lty decided tha't the
just would reside in Heaven from the moment of their death. That is, }?t
least some of them would—namely, the best: the martyrs and later the
saints. Christianity even identified a place on t'he .surface of the ea'rth as th;
location of the Earthly Paradise. Thus Christianity took the' ancient IEYt
of a Golden Age and assigned it a place and not, as the ancients had ;}eln
content to do, just a time, a nostalgic memory of the good old days.d he
Earthly Paradise figures on medieval maps in the Far East, beyond tl e
great wall and the fearsome inhabitants of Gog an‘d Magog. Through 1’5
flowed a four-branched river created by Yahweh “to water the garden
(Gen. 2:10). What is more, Christianity pushed the contrast betweeg
Heaven and Hell to the limit, drawing an analogy between Heaven an
Hell on the one hand and earth and sky on the other. "I_'hf)ugh .undel:'-
ground, Hell was still identified with earth, and in thc_: Chrlst_lan mind t E
infernal world contrasted with the celestial worl.d, just as in the (%reel
mind the chthonic world contrasted with the uraman..Desplte occasiona
impulses to look heavenward, the Ancients—!iabylomans and Egyptmn;:i
Jews and Greeks, Romans and pagan barbarians—had been more gfl}'la{
of the depths of the earth than drawn to the vastness of thc. sky, whlcf in
any case was often inhabited by angry gO(.is. Chnstlaglty, in the ﬁrst few
centuries at any rate and subsequently during the medieval barbarization,
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did not try to focus attention exclusively on Hell. Rather, it lifted up man’s
eyes toward Heaven. Jesus himself had shown the way: after descending
into Hell, he went up to Heaven. Whereas the Greeks and Romans had
emphasized the contrast between right and left in their spatial symbolism,
Christianity, while not abandoning a distinction mentioned in both the
Old and New Testaments,? nevertheless quickly accorded pride of place to
the opposition between high and low. Throughout the Middle Ages it was
the latter that oriented the inner dialectic of Christian values whenever
thought was translated into spatial terms. .

To ascend, to raise oneself, to move higher—the direction in which the
compass of moral and spiritual life pointed was up, whereas in social life
the norm was to stay in one’s proper place, where God had placed one on
this earth, guarding against ambition to escape one’s condition while at
the same time taking pains not to lower oneself, not to fail.’

When, between the second and fourth centuries, Christianity set itself to
thinking about the situation in which souls find themselves between the
death of the individual and the Last Judgment, and when, in the fourth
century, the greatest Fathers of the Church conceived of the idea (shared,
with minor differences as we shall see, by Ambrose, Jerome, and Augus-
tine) that certain sinners might be saved, most probably by being subjected
to a trial of some sort, a new belief was born, a belief that gradually
matured until in the twelfth century it became the belief in Purgatory; but
the place where these souls were to reside and where this trial was to take
place was not yet specified. Until the end of the twelfth century the noun
purgatorium did not exist: the Purgatory had not yet been born.*

It is a remarkable fact that the first appearance of the word purgator-
ium, expressing a newly acquired awareness of Purgatory as a place and
thus the birth of Purgatory per se, has been neglected by historians, and in
the first place by historians of theology and spirituality. Historians doubt-
less do not yet attach sufficient importance to words. The clerics of the
Middle Ages knew better: whether realists or nominalists, they knew that
words and things are as closely connected as soul and body. For historians
of ideas and of mentalités, historians of the longue durée, historians of the
deeply rooted and the slowly changing, words—certain words—offer the
advantage of making their appearance at specific points in time. Their
introduction can be dated with reasonable accuracy, thus providing the
historian with valuable chronological evidence, without which no true
history is possible. Of course a belief cannot be dated in the same way as an

event, but the idea that the history of the longue durée is a history without
dates is to be firmly rejected. A slowly developing phenomenon such as the
belief in Purgatory may lie stagnant for centuries, or slowly ebb and flow,
only to burst forth suddenly—or so it seems—in a kind of tidal wave that
does not engulf the original belief but rather testifies to its presence and
power. Anyone, however erudite, who uses the word purgatory in speak-
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ing of the period between the fall of t.he Roman Empire anfi lthe t'hltrtit;ler:;};
century is missing an important point, Perhaps the crucial poin n e
history of the idea: its spatialization, which first found exgrle;s(;gnworse
appearance of the substantive sometime between 1150 an rt.ain e
still, he is missing an opportunity to shed some llght. o?h ceh' n far
reaching social changes associated.W}th a critical era in the 1; ryone
medieval Christendom. And he is missing an opportunity to t:oucd on ne
of the most important episodes in the .whole history of ideas and men
lités: what I shall call the “spatialization” of thought.

SPACE: “GooD TO THINK”

i t space plays an important part in_scientlﬁc thought is a
'fI:niilli(:liaoxtf:.‘ Rerc,:ent svo:'k on the history.of thi§ idea ’l’1as done I]r;uCh tg
revitalize such disciplines as ‘“‘geographical hlstqry, .geo&rag) Y, zﬁgn
urban history. The potency of the idea of space max}lfests 1tsccl abovea ! ld
symbolism. Following the zoologists, at.'ltl?ropologlsts hgve egfmstra: 9;1
the fundamental importance of territoriality. In The szden imensio 1;
Edward T. Hall has shown that for humans and animals te_rrltor}r is a
extension of the organism itself and, further, t!mat tbe perceptlgns o spa::}ei
depends in large part on culture (indeed, on t.hls pglpt he may e;oci m;ll "
of a “culturalist”) and that the idea of “Ferrxtqry is an internalizatio of
space, organized by thought.” The way in Whlch dlfferer'lt' solc1et1es orgn y
nize “space”—geographic space, economic space, pqhtlca sopace,i :in
ideological space—has an important Pearmg on their hlstoz':y}.1 Organ Igf
the space of the other world had lastmg consequences for nstlam}:y.of
one is looking forward to the resurrection of the Qead, the geograpblz »
the other world is of no small moment. Indeed, it seems reasona Ao
suppose that there is a connection betweeq the way Chns.tlan sl;)metyo ai-’e
out the other world and the way it organizes tl'ug one, since the tw ) axe
related by the ties that bind the society pf the living to tbe si;)cxety ot ¢
dead. Between 1150 and 1300, Chnsten§om gave 1tseh ovtti.lr oTO
wholesale revision of the maps of both this world and the other. To
Christians it seemed that things lived and moved here below as in

hereafter, more or less at the same pace.

THE LoGIiC AND THE GENESIS OF PURGATORY

1150 and 1200 or so, it
¢ exactly was Purgatory when, between 1! . :
?X:;:u:: itselyf firmly in the mind of Western Clﬁrl(siten(;iom? Bn;ﬂ}; elg \:;a:
i i i f the dead were subje
intermediary other world in which some 0 et :
::;ilthat could be shortened by the prayers, by the splrltu_aﬁl :fud, ofl tze
living. But before the concept achieved this degree of specificity, a long
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prior history was necessary, a history of ideas and images, of beliefs and
deeds, of theological debates and, as seems probable, of profound, hard-
to-grasp social change.

The first part of this book will be devoted to the formation of the various
elements that would finally be assembled in the twelfth century into what
we know as Purgatory. It may be regarded as a reflection on the originality
of the religious thought of Latin Christendom, a reflection on the tradi-
tions, discontinuities, and conflicts both internal and external out of which
the theology of the Christian West was constructed.

Belief in Purgatory implies, in the first instance, belief in immortality and
resurrection, since something new may happen to a human being between
his death and resurrection. It offers a second chance to attain eternal life.
Finally, belief in Purgatory entails the belief that immortality can be
achieved in the life of a single individual. Thus religions such as Hinduism
and Catharism, which believe in perpetual reincarnation and metem-
psychosis, cannot accommodate the idea of a Purgatory.

The existence of a Purgatory also depends on the idea that the dead are
judged, an idea shared by any number of religions, though, to be sure, “the
forms of judgment have varied widely from one civilization to another.’*
The particular form of judgment that allows for the existence of a Purga-
tory is quite a novel one. In fact, two judgments are involved: one at the
time of death and a second at the end of time. In between—in the eschato-
logical interlude, as it were—every human soul becomes involved in
complex judicial proceedings concerning the possible mitigation of penal-
ties, the possible commutation of sentences, subject to the influence of a
variety of factors. Belief in Purgatory therefore requires the projection into
the afterlife of a highly sophisticated legal and penal system.

Furthermore, belief in Purgatory is associated with the idea of individual

responsibility and free will. Though guilty by nature because of original
sin, man is judged for the sins he himself is responsible for committing.
There is a close connection between Purgatory, the “intermediary hereaf-
ter,” and a type of sin that falls between the purity of the saints and the
saved on the one hand and the unpardonable culpability of criminal
sinners on the other. For a long time there had been a rather vague notion
of “slight,” “routine,” or “habitual” sins, as Augustine and Gregory the
Great were well aware, but it was not until shortly before the emergence of
Purgatory that this idea finally gave rise to the category of sin known as
*'venial”—indeed, this was a prerequisite for the emergence of the doctrine
of Purgatory. Broadly speaking, Purgatory developed as the place where
venial sins might be expurgated—though in reality things were a bit more
complicated, as we shall see.
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In order to believe in Purgatory—a place of punishment—one must have
a clear understanding of the relation between the soul and the body. From
very early times Church doctrine on this point was as follows: the immor-
tal soul separates from the body at death and is rejoined with it only at the
end of time, when the body is resurrected. AsIsee it, however, the question
whether the soul is corporeal or incorporeal seems not to have posed a
problem for the development of Purgatory or its forerunners. Once sepa-
rated from the body, the soul was endowed with a materiality sui generis,
and punishment could then be inflicted upon it in Purgatory as though it
were corporeal.’

THE IDEA OF THE INTERMEDIATE

Purgatory is situated in a position that is intermediate in more than one
sense. In respect of time it falls between the death of the individual and the
Last Judgment. But before settling in this location, as it were, Purgatory
had first to pass through a period of uncertainty. Though Augustine
played a crucial role in locating the time of purgation, he himself never
moored Purgatory firmly to any berth in the beyond. Whether the time of
Purgatory was earthly time or eschatological time long remained a matter
of controversy: Purgatory might begin here below in the form of peni-
tence, only to be completed in the hereafter with a definitive purification at
the time of the Last Judgment. But, later, Purgatory began to encroach on
eschatological time, and Judgment Day, once a mere moment, swelled to
fill a large expanse of time.

Spatially, Purgatory is also in an in-between position, between Hell and
Paradise. Yet for a long time it tended to be confused with one or the other
pole. Before it could begin to exist in its own right, Purgatory had to
supersede both the refrigerium, that antechamber to Paradise invented by
the early Christians, and the “bosom of Abraham” mentioned in the story
of Lazarus and the wicked rich man in the New Testament (Luke 16:19—
26). Above all it had to detach itself from Hell, of which it long remained a
relatively undistinguished department, a sort of upper Gehenna. This
wrangling between Hell and Paradise suggests that to Christians Purga-
tory was no minor issue. Before Dante could map the other world’s three
realms in his incomparable poem, the soil had to be prepared by long and
arduous effort. Purgatory was not ultimately a true intermediary. Re-
served for the purification of the future elect, it stood closer to Heaven
than to Hell. No longer in the center, Purgatory was situated above rather
than below the true middle. In other words, Purgatory was a part of one of
those not quite balanced systems that are so characteristic of the feudal
mentality. The feudal mind had a predilection for symbols of inequality
within equality: consider, for example, the symbolism of vassalage and
marriage. Everyone is equal, and yet the vassal is subordinate to the lord,
the wife to the husband. It is therefore illusory to think of Purgatory as

6
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lying midway between the Hell escaped and the Heaven desired by the
soul, all the more so because the soul’s stay in Purgatory is merely tempo-
rary, ephern.eral, not everlasting like its term in Heaven or Hell. And yet
space and time in Purgatory were different from space and time here
belqw, gpvet:ned by different rules—rules that make Purgatory a part of
the 1,r,nag1nat10n to which the men of the Middle Ages referred as “marvel-
ous.

At the heart of the matter, perhaps, was a question of logic. In order for
Purgatory to be born, the notion of “intermediacy” had to take on some
substance, had to become “good to think”* for the men of the Middle
Ages. Purgatory was one component of a system—the system of the
hereafter—and is meaningless unless viewed in conjunction with the other
elements of that system. I ask the reader to keep this in mind. But since, of
the three principal zones of the other world, Purgatory took longcst’ to
deﬁn.e, and since its role proved the most problematic, I have thought it
possible and desirable to treat Purgatory without going into detail about
Heaven and Hell.

. A logice.ll, mathematical concept, “intermediacy” is an idea whose sig-
nificance is closely bound up with profound changes in the social and
intellectual reality of the Middle Ages. We see other signs of the increased
importance attached to intermediate categories in the attempts made to
introduce “middle classes” or third orders between the powerful and the
poor, the clergy and the laity. To move from binary to tertiary schemes
was to cross a dividing line in the organization of social thought, a step the
importance of which Claude Lévi-Strauss has pointed out.® ’

PENAL IMAGERY: FIRE

Unlike the Jewish sheol—a sad, disturbing place but one devoid of punish-
m.ents—Purgatory is a place where the dead are subjected to one or more
trials. As we shall see, these may resemble the tortures to which the
damnc:d are subjected in Hell. Of these, fire and ice are the most common
and trial by fire played a role of fundamental importance in the history o%
Purgatory.

Anthropologists, folklorists, and historians of religion are all familiar
\ynh fire as a sacred symbol. In medieval Purgatory and its precursors we
find almost all the forms of fire symbolism that have been identified by
n_nthropologists or religion: circles of fire, lakes and seas of fire, rings of
fire, walls and moats of fire, fire-breathing monsters, burning co;ls souls
in the form of sparks, rivers of fire, and burning mountains and v;lleys

What is sacred fire? “In initiation rites,” G. Van der Leeuw tells-us “ﬁr;e
wipes out tl}e past period of existence and makes a new period possi"l;le.”11
Fire, then, is part of a rite of passage, quite appropriate to this place of

*As Lévi-Strauss would say.—Trans.
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transition. Purgatory is one of what Van Gennep calls “liminal rites,”
whose importance has sometimes been overlooked by anthropologists
intent on the phases of “separation” and “incorporation” that open and
close rites of passage.

But there is still more to the significance of fire. Using fairy tales, legends,
and popular plays of both medieval and modern times, Carl-Martin
Edsmann has clearly demonstrated the presence of regenerative fires anal-
ogous to those found in Greek and Roman mythology, and even earlier, in
Iranian and Indian mythology, where the concept of a divine fire—Ignis
divinus—seems to have originated."? Accordingly, it may be that the rise of
Purgatory is related to the resurgence of Indo-European folklore that
seems to have taken place in Christendom between the eleventh and the
thirteenth century. Roughly contemporary with that rise is the emergence
(or reemergence?) of the trifunctional schema recently brought to light by
Georges Duby and others. Fire was associated with oven, forge, and stake,
and it is alongside these elements of popular culture that we must set the
fire of Purgatory, upon which folklore also seized.

Fire rejuvenates and renders immortal: the legend of the phoenix is the
most famous embodiment of this idea, a commonplace of medieval
thought from the time of Tertullian on. The phoenix became the symbol of
mankind waiting to be reborn. One text, erroneously attributed to
Ambrose, applies to this legend the remark of Saint Paul, that “the fire
shall try every man’s work of what sort it is” (1 Cor. 3:13), which was
destined to serve, throughout the Middle Ages, as the biblical basis for
Purgatory.

This tradition helps to clarify, I think, three important characteristics of
the idea of purgatory fire as it figures in the doctrine that interests us here.
The first of these is that the fire that rejuvenates and renders immortal is a
fire “through which one passes.” Again it was Paul, in the same celebrated
passage (1 Cor. 3:15), who said “he himself shall be saved; yet so as by
fire.” Purgatory is a transitory location (or state), and imaginary voyages
in Purgatory, it is worth pointing out explicitly, may have been symbolic in
intent. The more the passage through Purgatory came to be modeled after
a judicial proceeding, the more trial by fire was emphasized. Trial by fire
was an ordeal: an ordeal for the souls in Purgatory themselves, and also for

the living souls allowed to pass through Purgatory not as mere tourists but
at their own risk and peril. It is easy to see how this rite might have
appealed to men who combined ancient Indo-European traditions of
divine fire, handed down through Greece and Rome, with barbarian
beliefs and practices. It is not hard to understand why one bit of natural
geography attracted particular attention when it came to locating the site
of Purgatory, or at least the mouths of Purgatory, on earth: volcanoes. As
mountains that spit fire from a crater or pit at the center, these had the
advantage of combining three key physical and symbolic ingredients of

8
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Purgatory’s structure. We shall see presently how men roamed Sicil
b.et.ween Stromboli and Etna hoping to compile a map of Purgatory. But ix)l’
Sicily there was no group capable of taking advantage of the opportunity
offered by the local geography; by contrast, the Irish, their English neigh-
bors, ar'ld the Cistercians who organized carefully controlled pilgrimages
to the site of Saint Patrick’s Purgatory were able to do this. The problim
v»:nth Frederick ID’s Sicily was that it had a sovereign suspected of heres
(.zr‘eek monks, and Moslem inhabitants and so was thought to be insu¥:
rtlzlently “catholic” to be the site of one of Purgatofy’s main portals.
pt f%l::tl:;t]i;nz,v g;:(r;c::er, had a long association with Hell, which proved
If fire came to occupy a place of paramount importance i i
system of Purgatory and ultimately became the syll)nbol ocfetilnetclilgcst}r,iﬁ: 01:;:
excellence, it generally figured in a symbolic pair, coupled with waterpIn
texts properly belonging to the prehistory of the Middle Ages, we co.m-
monly ﬁm;l a pair of sites, one fiery, the other damp, one hot ’the other
cold, one in ﬂames, the other frozen. The fundament;l trial to’which the
;:::sdi:;re sub]egted fiin Pu;gatory is not merely to pass through fire but to
succession first throu,
e s gh fire and then through water—through a
Carl-Mgrtin Edsmann has discerningly pointed to certain texts datin
Ir()‘m classical Rome in which one finds Caucasian ascetics described ag
living nude,_now in flames, now in ice. Cicero speaks of “sages who live
nude and lethstand the snows of the Caucasus and the rigors of winter
without pain and then hurl themselves into the fire and burn without a
moan.”" Valerius Maximus also refers to “men who spend their whole
:; :/c; in t}lln? nude, now hardening their bodies by throwing themselves into
m:'er lanrgs alf;y o,f’ 1t.;he Caucasus, now exposing themselves to flame without
‘ 1 !‘le.sym'bolic coupling of fire and water (or cold) recurs in a rite of earl
Christian times which must have played a part in the prehistory of Pur, a}-,
tory: baptism by fire. Christians were made familiar with this rite by tghe
Gospels of Matthew and Luke, where they discuss John the Baptist
Matthew (3:11) puts the following words into the mouth of Ch};ist’s.
lorerunner: “Iindeed baptize you with water unto repentance: but he that
cometh after_me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to bear:
he sha.ll baptize you with the Holy Ghost, and with fire.” A similar spee h
I _&attrll?uted to John the Baptist in Luke 3:16. pese
I'he idea of baptism by fire, which stems from ancient Indo-European
my't}.ms about fire, took concrete shape in Judeo-Christian apocalyptic
writings. :I'he earliest Christian theologians, especially the Greeks }\:fere
.tware of it. Co;qm_cnting on Luke 3:16, Origen tells us that “bapti’sm by
fire and the Spirit 1s necessary so that, when he who has been baptized
comes to the river of fire, he can show that he has preserved the vessels of
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water and spirit and is therefore worthy of receiving baptism by fire in
Jesus Christ as well” (In Lucam, Homily 24). Edsmann sees the pearls
mentioned in Matthew 13:45—46 (“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like
unto a merchant man, seeking goodly pearls, who, when he had found one
pearl of great price, went and sold all that he had, and bought it”) as a
symbol of Clirist, who had joined fire and water. In “orthodox” Christian-
ity baptism by fire remained metaphorical. This was not true of certain
sects (Baptists, Messalians, and some Egyptian ascetics, for example) or,
for that matter, of the Cathari, who in the twelfth century were accused by
Ecbert, an “orthodox” apologist, of not really practicing baptism “in fire”
but rather “alongside” the fire.

In ancient mythology and religion the nature of fire is manifold and
varied. We find great variety, for example, in Judeo-Christian fire symbol-
ism and in particular in the many different functions and meanings attrib-
uted to the fire of Purgatory. In these various aspects of fire, “at once
deifying and vivifying, punitive and destructive,” Edsmann sees “the
different sides of divinity’s very being,” and he consequently reduces fire’s
many faces to unity in the godhead. This explanation helps us to under-
stand the variety of interpretations of purgatorial fire put forward by
Christians from the earliest days of the religion until the thirteenth cen-
tury. Although it may seem that a different kind of fire is being talked
about, the apparent diversity can be traced to the polysemy of “divine fire”’
as it was understood in the ancient world. At times it was seen as purifying,
at other times as punitive or probative. Sometimes it seems to exist in the
present, sometimes in the future. Usually it is real but occasionally spir-
itual. Sometimes it affects only certain people, sometimes everyone. But
the fire is always one and the same, the fire of Purgatory, whose complexity
can be traced back to its origins in the Indo-European notion of a divine or
sacred fire.

Augustine apparently understood this continuity, which, despite certain
fundamental changes of meaning, links ancient and Christian concepts of
fire: “The Stoics,” he wrote in the City of God (book 8, chap. 5), “believed
that fire, one of the four elements that constitute the visible universe, is
endowed with life and wisdom, and is the creator of the universe and of all
its contents; that fire, in fact, is actually God.” To be sure, in Christianity,
fire, as Francis of Assisi magnificently put it, is merely a creature. But as
Edsmann rightly says, “all the complexity of the fire of the hereafter in
either its general or special forms—for example the river of fire—can be
understood as so many functions of one and the same divine fire.” This
assertion holds good for the fire of Purgatory. However, neither the men of
the Middle Ages nor the bulk of medieval clerics had any idea of the rich
past history of purgatorial fire, apart from a few passages in the Bible,
which for medieval man constituted a necessary and sufficient guarantee
of the authenticity of this sacred tradition. Nevertheless, 1 have felt the
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:\(t:'e‘i: té). make mention of this lengtby heritage. It casts a revealing light on
iy l1sconcert1ng aspects of the history of Purgatory in the Middle Ages
' ¢ll’1a esus to undf:rstand the reasons b'ehind certain hesitations in regarci
0 Purgatory, certain debates, and certain choices: a tradition propo
much' as it imposes. And above all it explains in part, I thinlic OthSCS;:S
doctnnc.of Purgatory proved so successful: because it inéorporat;d cain
'vcry anc1e(111t ;ymbol}ilc traditions. What is rooted in tradition is mor:.(i;ltciir;
o succeed than what is not. Though new to Christianity, Purgato
:::::':'ct)}?;e(c:l 1:1;1;;1; :irl;sdl b;ggagie fronfli carlie(:ir religions. Whenti};;corpgratg
: ' , divine fire underwen i i
which the hlst(?rian must of course be sensitive. Y;:l !f:)lx%eeirzi:;i::itgtﬁo
( hnn_ges that. history may bring, we must nevertheless remain attentive t .
certain persistence of certain fundamental elements over the lon ey
Ilevol'utlons rarely create anything that is new. Rather, the chatgl tenll:.
meaning of what already exists. Christianity was, if not E’l revzlutiongetl: :
at I‘ca'st a key element in a revolution. From the past it took over the c’l m;
a divine ﬁre that rejuvenates man and renders him immortal; it maldee aélh(i)s
idea, not into a beh'ef c(_)upled with a ritual, but rather into a;l attribute of
Giod, the use of which is determined by human behavior in two ways: b
the behavior of the dead while they were still on earth, which deterﬁli. d
wI\cthFr or not they will be subjected to purgatoriz;l fire, and b nl(:s
hehavior qf t.he living, which can modify the length of timé a deady ; el
must remain in Purgatory. The fire of Purgatory, while remaining a s njgul
imbued vylth meaning and signifying salvation through puriﬁc:gatioy b0
¢ame an instrument to be wielded by a complex system of justice arsl;ocei:

l
g ra:

THE SOLIDARITY OF THE DEAD AND THE LIVING

I'he last important characteristic of Purgatory to i is thi
P'urgatory is an intermediary other worldgin wrli’ich t:f-: :nrieaxl“tlg rliccderlasd\tll;lesé
by the c.le:ad may be abridged by the intercessory prayers, the “suffrages,”
ol t he living. That the early Christians were persuaded ’of the efﬁca§ ;)f
their prayers for the dead we know from funerary inscriptions, litur )i’c 1
lormulas, anfl the Passion of Perpetua, which dates from the ;,arl tghhil
ventury and is the first in a long line of spatial representations o¥ what
would one day l?e Purgatory. This belief in the efficacy of prayer bega
movement of piety that culminated in the creation of Purgator gItn ia1
llgnl_ﬁcant that Augustine, in the Confessions, broaches for the ﬁrZ; ti :
the line qf thought that would lead him toward the idea of Purgato hme
he c‘ics‘cn.bcs his feelings after the death of his mother Moni%a e

Christian cgnﬁdence in the efficacy of prayer was not im;xlediatel
Imkcc..i to a belief in the possibility of postmortem purification. As Jos 1}1’
Ntedika has clearly shown in the case of Augustine, the two l;eliefs weeri-e
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elaborated separately and had virtually nothing to do with one another.
Before the idea of the suffrage or prayer in behalf of the dead could be
evolved, solidarity had to be established between the living and the dead:
institutions were required to finance intercessory prayer, namely, wills,
and to execute it, namely, the confraternities, which took prayer for the
dead as one of their daily obligations. Beyond that, it took time for the
necessary links to be established.

What an enhancement of the power of the living there was in this hold
over the dead! Meanwhile, here below, the extension of communal ties
into the other world enhanced the solidarity of families, religious orga-
nizations, and confraternities. And for the Church, what a marvelous
instrument of power! The souls in Purgatory were considered to be mem-
bers of the Church militant. Hence, the Church argued, it ought to have
(partial) jurisdiction over them, even though God was nominally the
sovereign judge in the other world. Purgatory brought to the Church not
only new spiritual power but also, to put it bluntly, considerable profit, as
we shall see. Much of this profit went to the mendicant orders, ardent
propagandists of the new doctrine. And finally, the “infernal” system of
indulgences found powerful support in the idea of Purgatory.

PurRGATORY: THE EVIDENCE

I invite the reader to examine along with me the evidence I have gathered
concerning the history of Purgatory. I can think of no more cogent support
for my interpretation than to put the reader in contact with the texts: the
writings of great theologians as well as of obscure, sometimes anonymous
compilers. Some of these texts are of great literary merit, others are mere
instruments of communication, but many are translated here for the first
time and most are imbued, in one degree or another, with the charm of
imagination, the warmth of evangelical zeal, and the excitement of dis-
covering a world within as well as a world without. There is no better way
to get at the nature of the place called Purgatory, and the belief in that
place, than to watch it being built up, piece by piece, slowly but not always
surely and without leaving out any of history’s complex texture.

These texts often repeat one another, for it is by repetition that a corpus
is constituted and a history perpetuated. The echoes that reverberate
through this book reflect reality. To have eliminated repetitions that
actually occurred would have been to distort and falsify the past.

We shall see what happened to the geography of the other world as the
first chapter of the Middle Ages unfolds, as the foundations of our Western
world are being laid. This period of slow change, which extends from the
third through the seventh century, used to be referred to as the Late Empire
and the early Middle Ages. Now that it is much better known than it used
to be, it is more properly called “late antiquity.” This was a period when
ancient traditions were being decanted, Christianity was shaping new
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culture in the birth of Purgatory. This was undoubtedly important, and we
shall have several occasions to point this out. Behind a number of key
clements that went into the structure of Purgatory we can make out the
active presence of popular tradition, not in the vulgar sense of “mass
culture” but in the more useful sense of specific folkloric traditions. As
Carl-Martin Edsmann has shown, the notion of purgatorial fire partakes
of rites and beliefs that can be understood with the help of popular tales,
legends, and spectacles. Voyages through the other world belong to a
genre that tightly interweaves strands of scholarly culture with strands of
folklore.'* Exempla of Purgatory frequently derive from popular tales or
are related to them. In conjunction with a number of colleagues and
friends, I have for a number of years now been pursuing the question of
relations between high and popular culture in my seminar at the Ecole des
Hautes Etudes en sciences sociales. In this book, however, I have chosen
not to pursue this particular path very far. With this kind of subject there is
too much uncertainty to permit any accurate assessment or interpretation
of the undeniable role played by popular culture. But it should be kept
constantly in mind that popular culture did indeed play a role in the birth
of Purgatory. The century in which this occurred was also the century in
which the influence of folklore on the culture of the learned was at its
height and the Church was most receptive to traditions that in earlier years
it had rooted out, covered up, or ignored.”” The rise of this new influence
also contributed to the birth of Purgatory.
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PART ONE

THE HEREAFTER BEFORE
PURGATORY



ONE
Ancient Imaginings

EDIEVAL Purgatory reused motifs that had gained currency in

very early times: darkness, fire, torture, the bridge as ordeal and

passageway, mountains, rivers, and so on. Certain other motifs,
such as the idea of souls wandering or in repose, were very nearly included
but in the end rejected. And still others, such as the idea of metempsychosis
and reincarnation, were rejected out of hand. I shall therefore begin by
describing some of the elements that were taken over from other times and
places, some of them very remote indeed.

I'o include discussion of ancient religions in a study of Purgatory is to
view Purgatory as one particular response to a problem faced by many
teligious systems: What is the structure of the other world? How is the
heteafter to be imagined in order to display its function? In some cases to
1eler to another religion’s solution to this problem is to indicate a genuine
historical tradition, which actually influenced the way Purgatory was
vonceived in the West. The fire motif, for example, was one that circulated
from ancient India to Western Christendom, though it should be said that
the lire of Purgatory was the result of a mingling of many different fires
ignited in various places over the ages. And Egyptian ideas of the other-
wurld seem to have weighed heavily on subsequent visions of Hell. But in
uther cases the comparison with other religions has only a theoretical and
ot a historical significance. That is, it serves only to show how other
teliglons conceived of the hereafter rather than to provide a demonstrable
historical link. What does it mean when another religion gives a solution
to the problem of the hereafter similar to the Christian solution? We
wannot be sure of any direct influence. To take one concrete example,
vonsider the Gnostic Hell. For the Gnostics, the time spent in Hell was
essentially a time of anguish. For the Christians, the time spent in Purga-
tory was certainly an anxious time but also one tinged with hope. Is it
puossible that both systems of thought incorporate a similar sensitivity to
time but do so in different ways?

In the final analysis, to describe what selections were made at one time
ot another from various extant traditions is to make clear that the rela-
tionship between the Christian Purgatory and earlier imaginings of the
hereafter is a historical rather than a genealogical one. Purgatory did not
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emerge automatically from a “diachronic” series of beliefs and images.
Rather, it was the result of history, of a history in which chance and
necessity both played a part.

Tue HINDU “THREE WAYs”

In ancient India, at the end of the Vedic age when the first of the Up-
anishads appeared (in the sixth century B.C.), it was believed that the dead
followed one of three paths according to their deserts, though no formal
judgment was handed down. Each of these paths began in fire, since the
dead were burned on pyres. Those who were saved passed “from the flame
into the light of day, from daylight into the light of the waxing moon (the
first two weeks of the lunar month), from the light of the waxing moon
into the six months of the rising sun, from these six months into the world
of the gods, from the world of the gods into the sun, and from the sun into
the world of lightning. From the world of lightning those (who know) are
led to the worlds of the brahman by a spiritual being (who comes to find
them). In these worlds of the brahman they live in places infinitely remote
(from this world). For them there is no return.”

Those who are reasonably deserving but less pure than the purest “enter
into the smoke, from the smoke into the night, from the night into the
phase of the waning moon, from the phase of the waning moon into the six
months of the falling sun, from these six months into the world of the
Manes, and from the world of the Manes into the moon.” There they are
eaten by the gods and then return to earth, beginning a cycle of reincarna-
tions that lead by stages of greater and greater perfection to Paradise.

The incorrigibly wicked are also reincarnated but only in order to be
punished. They come back to earth in the form of *“worms, insects, and
animals” until finally they fall into Hell.!

The Isha Upanishad evokes this stay in Hell, “in the worlds called
sunless, blanketed as they are with the darkest shadows: here after death
go those who have killed their souls.” But other texts suggest that the fate
of these souls is not settled once and for all. It depends, we are told, on
whether or not they cross a threshhold guarded by two dogs. If they cross,
they are admitted to a fairly pleasant place, reminiscent of the Romans’
Elysian Fields or the Germanic Valhalla: “a meadow that is theirs for-
ever,” where they may share in the banquet of Yama, the first man, the

Adam of Indo-Iranian tradition, who has become the king of the infernal
regions. If the dogs do not allow them to pass, they are either cast down
into the shadows of Hell or sent back to earth to wander in misery in the
form of a ghost.?

Some elements from these diverse traditions recur in Purgatory: the idea
of a “middle way” of salvation, for example, as well as the passage
through fire, the dialectic of light and darkness, the gradual improvement
in the state of a soul between death and ultimate salvation, and the
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fan i
: ::::tlop (Lf the hereafter as a place of welcome for souls that would
rwise be condemned to wander as ghosts. But the absence of any form

IRAN: THE FIRE AND THE BRIDGE

Inlra n wha_t is especially striking in the doctrines of the hereafter and thei
amvociated imagery is the ubiquity of fire. But certain features of Zoroae:
::m‘n cschatolog}_' are reminiscent of Christian conceptions that led to
urgatory, even if there was most likely no direct influence.’ First f all
there was the hesitation between “infernal” and “paradisiacal.” inty et
tlons _of t!le state of the dead prior to judgment. In the Veda tlt:rpcrietaci
Awaiting judgment pass their time in the kingdom of Yama desecri;:d
::,lmle‘;lmcs as a .paradls.e of light, sometimes as a sinister sui)terranean
orld, an abyss into which one descends along a sloping path. The brid
motif is also present—it is found in India as well: a bridge lead; from gl:
o heavcx.), and on this bridge the dead are subjected to tests of str i
-lul’l. which also have a moral connotation.* strengthand
....I lnlally, f:l)'r souls whose bfxd actions Bref:iscly balance the good, there is
Intermediary place of sojourn. Specialists warn, however, that this i
ot to be confused with the Christian Purgatory, which is mo;e com ra
ble, they say, to the Mazdean Hell in that the soul’s stay in the 1 tlt) ris
lemporary, as in the case of Purgatory.* e

EGYpPT: HELL IMAGINED

Ihe history of ancient Egypt is too long to permit brief

I:nyl.man l?ellefs regarding the judgment of the gead, which c;:?;:?;v:f
Ihe centuries and appear to have varied from one social group to anoth

That t‘ txe deaq are judged is a belief that was held in Egypt fronl: ave - elr.
date. “Inventions of the ancient Egyptians, the idea, the fear, the }1;}’ e )f'
]m:%m;‘nt,” Jean Yoyotte tells us, “survived long af’ter they v,vere g:))g: g‘
. imt:m cg:s;:u:;i I(;I::l}i ;r:j ;‘::rtf:culalfly inépressive and highly refined. It was

walls and gates, with
lakes f’f fire surrounding mysterious changlbers. Mas;?el:'lc‘;l fzpr::tls-s:l}fastatll]ld
ligyptian dead were required to climb sheer cliffs. The geography of he
hercafter was so well developed in the Egyptian imaginati(g); I;tho b
sarcophagi bear maps of the other world. In this other world the dead weic
subjected to many forms of drastic punishment, directed at their bodiWere
‘woll as their souls. The penalties were physical as well as moral accentetfaa:f
‘::, ::-?::::g?: fflc')hm ;he gods. Conﬁgllement and imprisonmcn’t played an
+ Lhe tortures were bloody, and puni

frequent and terrifying. Even the most inz;rnal vzrsi:Jsrl:sm(:fn tth:ycgﬁsg as
Purg?tory.do not come close to some of the tortures inflicted on the de::lda}n
the Egyptian Hell: the loss of the sensory organs, for example, or tll1rel
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disintegration of the individual personality. When it came to the topogra-
phy of Hell, the Egyptian imagination knew no limits: the dead were
lodged in a bewildering variety of houses, chambers, niches, and various
other places.” But not in Purgatory—the ancient Egyptians conceived of no
such place. Erik Hornung has shown clearly that, despite the abundance of
terms used to describe human beings residing in the other world, all the
terminology may be subsumed under two starkly contrasting heads: the
“blessed” and the “damned.” “Intermediate states or phases in the other-
wordly process of purification” did not exist.

Not until some time between the first century B.C. and the second
century A.D., when a tale was written describing a voyage in another world
called Si-Osiris, do we encounter a division of the dead into three groups:
those whose good actions outweigh the bad, those whose bad actions
outweigh the good, and those in whom the good precisely balances the
bad. Still, however, there is no process of purification. There are no
Egyptian precedents for the slight differentiation of individual fates that
first appeared in the Coptic apocalypses (such as those of Peter and Paul) in
the second century A.D.*

Nevertheless, it is important to discuss the Egyptian background, be-
cause it was in Egypt, particularly in Alexandria, both before and after the
birth of Christ, and in Christian monasteries, that Jewish, Greek, and
Coptic writers enriched the imagery of the other world and especially of
Hell. The characteristic features of the infernal tradition have been
summarized by Budge: ““We find, in all books about the Other World, pits
of fire, abysses of darkness, deadly knives, rivers of boiling water, fetid

exhalations, fire-breathing dragons, frightful monsters, and creatures with

the heads of animals, cruel and murderous creatures of various aspect . . .
similar to those familiar to us from early medieval literature. It is almost
certain that modern nations owe much of their concept of hell to Egypt.””
The “infernalized” Purgatory that we sometimes encounter in medieval
Christendom undoubtedly drew some of its inspiration from this Egyptian
heritage.

GREECE AND RoME: THE DESCENT INTO HELL

The theme of the descent into the underworld is virtually the only con-
tribution to Christian imagery of the hereafter made by the ancient Greeks
and Romans. Long before Christ himself descended into Hell, the theme
was common in ancient Greece: Orpheus, Pollux, Theseus, and Herakles
all went down into the shadowy realm. One of the most famous of these
catabases is that of Ulysses in book 11 of the Odyssey. But it is known that
many interpolations were added to the original text, which made no

mention of either the judgment of the dead, moral sanctions, or penal

torment. Compared with the underworlds of the Orient, Homet’s seems a
poor thing indeed. It is worth singling out a few of its features, however,
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lor thes_e recur in Fhe birth of Purgatory: an island (that of Circe), a
umuntalg, whlcl:n rises vertically out of the sea and is punctuated w’ith
:’::::;peati escefnt hllnt:; H:desl; where the atmosphere is truly infernal, and a
ription of the dead—this last feature was not take offici
ription of n over by official
(' ’u'tllstllanlty, since only Qod was supposed to have the power to r)rtlake the
; ; : (lil;l gurgatory visible to certain of the living."” By comparison
siod’s description of i i . :
iy p Tartarus is superficial (Theogony, 695-700, 726—
" !nhthe l;)tng run tht? most important Greek contributions to the idea of
;l creafter came in the form of two works of the intellect, whose
Influence on Christian thought is difficult to estimate. ’

A PHILOSOPHY OF REINCARNATION: PraTO

It is a risky thing to try to summarize Plato’s idea
itfter deatl.l i1.1 the context of a discussion of Pfu?gr;tt(})l:yfage(;i tl'l\(:'isc(t)(l)lrl
( mldschrpldt is my guide." Plato’s doctrine is dominated by the i:iea th
n is due. in part to the will, and is hence a matter of individual res onsib'ait
uy. and in part to ignorance, which can be eliminated only by a I;om l; :
process. Thus the fate of the soul depends both on individual will d ona
judgment of the gods. ancons
'Nl})]rr:ally the de'ad individual can choose more or less freely the form in
which he or she ywshes to be incarnated, but this choice can be altered or
h'mdercd l?y the intervention of the gods. The wicked may be subjected b
: " ﬁod[: clt‘her to degrading metamorphosis, by having their souls placeZl’
i the bodies 9f men of base condition or in the bodies of disgustin
animals, or to infernal punishments. These punishments are described iIgl
the Republic (10:615e): blazing men bind tyrants hand and foot, fl
them, and drag them along the ground. This calls to mind a passage c;f dz
Apnulypse qf Peter (5:30). Those who achieve the Platonic ideal of
|1rnc|lc!ng philosophy “in purity and justice” are rewarded by being sent
l;b rest in a place perfect for contemplation, usually a “blessed isle”-gnote
:'u- constant need to be explicit about where the soul resides, the neéd f
q;_anal concreteness” in the other world. ’ >
‘or various reasons Plato thought it wi i i i
vonditions in which souls mightg}l:c pla::See(ithf;: ‘gg:t}f:r(il;::t:rcrzeilll)ary
feanons was the idea that the penalty must be proportioned to the cri:xse
which is forcefully expressed in the Republic (10:615a-b). Another ¥
the idea that sogls of middling virtue should have a speciﬁ:c fate of t}v::;f'
:Mm' though §t111 cal_lght up in the cycle of reincarnations, they enjo
nier ud“es during which they are allowed to partake of unspecified r}-,
wards: set free from confinement in these regions of the earth (Tartaruse)
and passing upward to their pure abode, [they] make their dwelli ’
the earth’s surface” (Phaedo 114c, 1-2). nepon

Like the Old Testament’s, Plato’s thinking about the afterlife remained
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fundamentally dualist. Through metempsychosis a soul might enter
another soul either better or worse than itself. No man is exempt from the
judgment of the gods, as Plato warns his fellows: “This doom of heaven be
sure neither thyself nor any other that has fallen on ill ways shall ever claim
to have escaped. . . . Though thou make thyself never so small and creep
into the depths of earth, or exalt thyself and mount up to heaven, yet shalt
thou pay them the due penalty” (Laws 10:905a), which is reminiscent of
Psalm 139:9-12: “If I take the wings of the morning, and dwell in the
uttermost parts of the sea, even there shall thy hand lead me. . . . If I say,
Surely the darkness shall cover me, even the night shall be light about me.
Yea, the darkness hideth not from thee; but the night shineth as the day;
the darkness and the light are both alike to thee.” As Plato says, “Yet shalt
thou pay them the due penalty, either while thou art still here among us, or
after thy departure in Hades, or, it may be, by translation to some yet
grimmer region” (Laws 10:905a). In the celebrated myth of Er, those who
meet in the marvelous meadow can only have come from one of two
places: either from Heaven or from the bowels of the earth where they
have been consigned to wander for a thousand years.

Influenced by the idea that the penalty must be proportioned to the
crime, which is related not only to Plato’s philosophy but doubtless also to
the Athenian system of justice (in all religions in which the dead are judged
there is a link between earthly justice and the divine justice meted out in the
hereafter), Plato fashioned a conception of man’s fate in which the soul
may find itself in one of several possible situations: “If their [i.e., the souls’]
changes of character are unimportant and few, they are transferred over
the surface of the soil; if they are more and in the direction of grave
wickedness, they fall into the depths and the so-called underworld, the
region known by the name of Hades and the like appelations, which fill the
fancy of quick and departed alike with dreams of dismay. If a soul have
drunk still deeper of vice or virtue, by reason of its own volition and the
potent influence of past converse with others, when near contact with
divine goodness has made it especially godlike, so surely is it removed to a
special place of utter holiness, and translated to another and a better
world, or, in the contrary case, transported to the opposite realm” (Laws
10.904c-905a).

It was mainly the belief in metempsychosis that made it possible to
establish a scale of punishments, a range of intermediate penalties. This
was also characteristic of Orphism, “which from the beginning seems to
have accepted the belief that between successive periods of earthly exis-
tence there comes a period of expiation in Hades.”" The influence of
Orphism on Christianity has often been stressed. Since there is no evidence
of a belief in an intermediate state between celestial happiness and the
torments of Hell in ancient Judaism, and since the precursors of Purgatory
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firnt appear among Christian Greeks, it has been suggested that the Chris-
tlan ideaof a purgatory” in which souls not sufficiently guilty to deserve
¢ternal torment might be purified of their sins derives from beliefs of the
pa u.m'Gr.eeks and specifically from Orphic doctrine.” If such an influenc
did exist, it must, I think, have affected segments of the Jewish communi ;
first. For itisin Fhe apocalyptic writings of the Jews, particularly rabbinti)-’
ol lcacbmg dating from around the time of Christ’s birth, that one find
the carliest true forerunner of what was to become the Cilristian Pur af
|:u y. Now, It is true that the Jewish and, later, Christian communitiesgin
Palestine and Egypt were in fact immersed in a Greek environ i
wl;,u himystery religions flourished. e
Indar is often taken as an exemplar of this Orphic i
Iragi nent qted by Plato in the Meno (8I1’b) , Pindar estirrﬁg:ccesltrlllf:tu:;:ze.ei? ;
ol punﬁ_cgt'lon in the underworld lasts eight years, and in an ode d]:ealiz
with a Sicilian mystery religion, probably related to Orphism, dating fro .
the early part of the sixty century B.C., he says the followix;g: som

[Opulence coupled with merit] is the glitterin

splendor of a human life. Oh! Especialli if he vfhit;gsile:sgsui:
can forptell t_he future! If he knows that when death strikes the
uuany in this world, their spirits are at once subjected to
pu mshment; beneath the earth, a judge hands down inexorable
decrees against crimes committed in this, Zeus’s kingdom.*

A PRECURSOR: AENEAS IN THE UNDERWORLD

Ihe time has come to devote particular attention to the descent of Aen
Wto the underworld as described in Vergil’s Aeneid. Here, the descri tieas
il the I(»;v(>graphy of the underworld aims at greater precision thanis gsuoal;
Wi inost ancient accounts, apart from the Egyptian. In fact, Brooks Otis ha
teeently sketched a map from Vergil’s description. The d’escent takes o "
through a vestibule, a feature commonly associated with the image of tl[::
Wnderworld or Purgatory as a pit. Then there is the field of the s)mbless

i, the River Styx, the fields of tears, and

A Y : the final meadows bef
‘.l"h in the path, the left branch of which leads to Tartarus (VIYIsell)ea(;rg :11::
tght beyond the walls of Dis (Pluto, the king of the underworld) to the

Flysian Fields, a paradise of re
. pose, and beyond that th
Woud and Lethe, the river of forgetfulness.)"’ @ cnclosed sacred

Fiuard Norden, in his celebrated commentary on Vergil,* has called
dy—hardly
as his guide
agination of
eas enters the
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deep groans and the savage crack of whips and the rattle of
metal from dragging shackles. Aeneas stopped, horrified with

this din. ... Y

A similar episode may be found not only in the Visio Wettini (ninth
century) and the Visio Tnugdali (mid-twelfth century, in which Purgatory
is not yet distinct) but also in the Purgatory of Saint Patrick (late twelfth
century), in which the idea of Purgatory is born, and of course in Dante,
where we find echoes of Vergil in the Inferno (3.22-30), while in the
Purgatorio (12.112-14), if there are yet sighs, still

.. . what a difference between these trails
and those of Hell: here every entrance fills
with joyous song, and there with savage wails.™

Similarly, Aeneas, in the underworld, points from below to the brilliant
fields above.”” His upward glance from the lower depths and his gesture
toward the light above are typical. We find them in the apocalypses (the
Apocalypse of John, i.e., Revelation 21:10, and the [apocryphal] Apoca-
lypse of Peter 5:4ff), in various medieval “visions” that predate Purgatory
(Visio Fursei, Visio Wettini, and Visio Tnugdali), and above all in the
episode in the Gospel (Luke 16:23) involving Lazarus and the wicked rich
man, where it is said of the latter that “in hell he lift up his eyes, being in
torments, and seeth Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his bosom.” This
passage was to play an important role in the early history of the Christian
Purgatory.

Perceptively, Norden also remarks that, while both Vergil and Dante are
occasionally capricious in their recording of time, both poets do have in
mind a fixed period for the duration of the voyage to the other world, on
the order of one day (twenty-four hours) and particularly one night. In the
Aeneid the ascent back from the underworld must be completed beforé
midnight, when the real shades come out (v. 893ff.), and in the Diviné
Comedy the voyage is supposed to last twenty-four hours (Infernog
34.68f£.). In the apocalypses and the medieval visions the journey to the
hereafter must generally be completed before dawn and the first crow of

the cock. This is true of the Purgatory of Saint Patrick, where the time

requirement is part of the ordeal.
As far as Christianity and the Middle Ages are concerned, the crucia¥

passage of book 6 of the Aeneid is the following:

From these [the “corrupting flesh,” “earthly habiliments,”
“limbs imbued with death”] derive our fears and our desires,
our grief and joy, nor can we compass the whole aura of heaven
shut as we are in the prison of the unseeing flesh. And further-
more when on the last day we are lost to the light we do not
shed away all evil or all the ills the body has bequeathed to us
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poor wretches, for many flaws cannot but be ingraj

;nust have grown hard through all our length of cig‘:l-;";l.n?lsih:2;f
tore we souls are trained with punishment and pay with suffer-
nl:g for old felonies—some are hung up helpless to the winds;
It e stain of sin is cleansed for others of us in the trough of a
huge whirlpool; or with fire burned out of us—each one of
we suffer the afterworld we deserve. o

tn thi
"“': :tlz:ls.ypa:liage we find af number of themes that would later figure in
I : the mixture of pleasure and pain, the di i

puepsory: sure pain, the dim perception of
”:: | : \:::1] ;iggr.t, thc} refe.rences to imprisonment, the detailing of pinalties

10n of expiation an i i i i =
fae e P d purification, and the idea of purification

Sul
& :”I, w; call;not be sure that‘therc was any direct historical link in this
- l. .|u| . kuF ;tween Babyloms.m and Judeo-Christian traditions the his-
¢l link 1s demonstrable. It is to this question that we turn next

GILGAMESH IN THE UNDERWORLD

:")m- l.»l'thc liveliest and most haunting descriptions of the otherworld
"“n ;w ’ rol :in Babylon, the source of several startling stories of travels in the
' 'c'nwor‘ . 'I"ihe olfdest known such travelogue of European-Middle
Astern origin dates from the eighth century B
| -C. and concerns the d
0 the underworld of one O l'Y e herg is
ur-Nammou, the prince of Our. Th i
‘ ] . The hero is
:;::Lu: ¢: 'l:);}l‘\icr.ga_l, .kmg fof the underworld; allusion is made to a fire; a river
f vicinity of a m in; i i
R the ty ountain; and the otherworld is shrouded in
'*l.!:.ll(\; v.vell-kr?own epic of Gilgamesh the underworld is mentioned
- "x“;“ --.T,lt ;)c::}allsmn c(l:oncft;rnshGllgamf:sh himself. Since he has not attained
ality, the gods offer him a choice spot in th i
R et . pot in the underworld. This
[ y not due to his merits, how i
. p ' ; ever. Gilgamesh owes i
:1: '| l:‘ Il( . :n his rank azld hto an arbitrary decision of the gods.2Wegeta morte’
‘d account of the underworld when Gi fri
ccoun ilgamesh’s friend Enkid
PPAYS It a visit prior to his death. Th calm of
. The underworld Id, i
Lt pior to , We are told, is a realm of
ss—‘‘the great land,” “the |
: A e land of no return,” “the 1
:Sl ::':II '\I:"I(I :l:l :o t:tr;:viier ;e‘furns,” a place to which one descen:is and fri)l::
‘ertain of the dead ““rise” when called. It is a pl i
when one is caught in the s 5,2 prison, Doty e gocs
nares of the gods, a pri P
tonbling feature is that the livi o ot
e living and the “normal”
tormented by their “embittered” & e
ed” confréres, know ki;
shades who have been left i : ot b T e
unburied and uncared f, ivi
i vk un ared for by the living (here we
ppeal to the solicitude of the livi
e & : : ing that was to play such a
Important role in the symbolic system of Purgatory), in cogseguencc or;

which they either retur
n to earth as ghosts to haun ivi
thers of the dead in the underworld, e
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THE JewisH SHEOL: A PLACE OF DARKNESS

Various writers have called attention to the kinship between these Babylo-
nian beliefs and certain Jewish beliefs mentioned in the old Testament.
This should come as no surprise, given the close relations between the
Babylonians and the Hebrews, particularly at the time of the Exile.”
The arallu, or Syrian underworld, is similar to the Hebrew sheol and the
Greek Hades, though the latter two seem rather pale by comparison. The
resemblance of arallu and sheol is particularly striking. The location of
sheol is below: Jacob, believing Joseph dead, says, “I will go down into the
grave unto my son mourning” (Gen. 37:35). Hannah, the mother of
Samuel, declares that “the Lord killeth and maketh alive; he bringeth
down to the grave, and bringeth up” (1 Sam. 2:6). Finally, when Saul asks
the witch of En-dor to call forth Samuel from the dead, she says, “I saw
gods ascending out of the earth,” and “An old man cometh up” (1 Sam.
28:13—14). The image of the trap or snare recurs in the Psalms: “The
sorrows of hell [sheol] compassed me about: the snares of death prevented
me” (Ps. 18:5), and “The sorrows of death compassed me, and the pains of

hell gat hold upon me” (Ps. 116:3).2 So does the image of the pit: “O Lord, -

thou hast brought up my soul from the grave: thou hast kept me alive, that
I should not go down to the pit” (Ps. 30:3), and “Thou hast laid me in the
lowest pit, in darkness, in the deeps” (Ps. 88:6). In Psalm 40:2 the image of
the pit is associated with a mire: “He brought me up also out of an horrible
pit, out of the miry clay, and set my feet upon a rock, and established my
goings.” According to Nicholas J. Tromp, the word bor meant first
“well,” then “prison,” and finally both “tomb”” and “underground pit.”

#iietes, that the terms used to de
Mice and not metaphors,
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Fertain saints or anchorites who
lorest or desert,

i .‘\'/"ml lll)_et:}]lueathef'l to Purgatory (and to Hell) its characteristic darkness
' n which souls in Purgatory eventually emerge into the light), a dark
|ln'u that penetrates every recess of the subterranean world of tile d d-
Vs theme is repeatedly hammered home in the Book of Job. Consid C? :
example, this passage, from Job 10:21-22: o for

wander the oceans or live in solitude in the

Before I go whence I shall not return, even to the land of

darkness and the shadow of death Al

. . d

darkness itself, and of the shadow of deathar:avit(}):;lclittl ;l;nessa oy
and where the light is as darkness.?” ’ Yot

As for the landscape of sheol, two fea
Purgatory and Hell should be noted:
Veratons of Psalm 42:6 refer to 2

aind the Book of Job twice mentio
wheol

tures also found in the Christian
th(? mountain and the river. Some
mountain of torment,” “Mount Mizar.”
ns the river that must be crossed to entét

He keeps back his soul from the
in the Canal (Job 33:18).

But if they do not heark ) '
without knowlcdg:?;ogn;g:e]yzj}.laﬂ fall into the Canal and die

pit, and his life from drowning

- .
{Ip 1s convincing when he argues, against other Old Testament ex-

scribe sheol are indeed descripti
i ptive of a
but he believes that the word evolved toward a

ute “literary” and “mo
Festament,

Ie that as it may, the world sh it i
A eol, as it i
s in sharp contrast to the wor’d fo Fomres e
:t:l.'l':l',.- cl 1:; lcxarrlzple, Pzalcrln 139:8 says, “If I ascend up into heaven, thou
i 1t 1 make my bed in hell, behold. th there.” in Isaj
QY |f | make my 3 » thou art there.” And in Isaiah
y f ¥s, “lam the Lord that maketh all thj
torth the heavens alone; th e ot g
h e ; that spreadeth abroad the earth b »?
the earth” means the world of both the living and the dz;?iysthelef. I-cIlere
‘nl'(‘:."dl abodc as much as the surface where the living residc’ e
fely 1s a tripartite system mentioned (such as th .
' e one lat
!‘lmlv ::;mlc,quh 'l-ll,ell] Ounderground, Purgatory on earth 2:1;:1 plg(a)tl;(:fizg
» In Jeremia :11-12, however, where the exi '
the ;luwlvcr of the Lord are recall’ed, we do find thies: “?l"i’:lgeogﬁ :11::3 l‘::vvseand
e the heavens and the earth, even they shall perish from the earth :r?c;

The “pit of destruction” mentioned in Psalm 5§5:24 has been compared ralistic”” usage which was taken up by the New
with the pit that stands at the entrance to the otherworld in Grimm’s tale
Frau Hélle (Hélle is German for Hell). Dust, generally associated with
worms, also figures in the Old Testament: “They shall go down to the bars
of the pit, when our rest together is in the dust” (Job 17:16), and “Th
shall lie down alike in the dust, and the worms shall cover them” (Job
21:26).

Sheol, the Hebrew word for the infernal otherworld, occurs frequen
in the Old Testament.? Some of its connotations belong specifically to Hell
and do not pertain to the Christian Purgatory: sheol is sometimes iden=
tified with a devouring monster, for example—an idea that may have been
taken over from the Egyptians.? Or again, sheol is sometimes described as
a city, an idea which was presented earlier in Ugaritic documents and
which prefigures Dante (“Inferno” 3.1). Among sheol’s other connota-
tions are some quite typical of Hebrew thought. There is a close connee-
tion, for example, between sheol and the symbolism of chaos, sometimes
embodied in the desert, sometimes in the ocean. Closer attention should
perhaps be paid to the possible links between the medieval Purgatory and

‘ Old Testament,
r Heaven in a clearly dualistic

Here, Le Goff cites in French variant readings of Job 33:18 and 36:12 not

".".'l"(‘d in eithcr th i or l{ev Se(l tan v
. ¢ Kln ames i i
l l. nech. .r : gJ 1 S a dard el'Slon; I translate ff(?m
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from under these heavens. He hath made the earth by his power, he hath
established the world by his wisdom, and hath stretched out the heavens
by his discretion.” Thus the prophet here distinguishes between Heaven,
the world beneath Heaven, and earth (beneath the world), just as Paul
does (Phil. 2:10): “That at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of
things in heaven, and things in earth, and things under the earth.”
Redoubtable as sheol may be, it was not viewed as a place of torture.
Three special punishments were associated with it, however: the bed of
vermin, which is not found in the Christian Hell or Purgatory (unless these
vermin be regarded as the ancestors of the serpents of Hell, which seems to
me incorrect), thirst, and fire. Fire has already been mentioned, and I shall
defer further discussion of it until later. Thirst is mentioned, for example,
in Jeremiah 17:13: “They that depart from me shall be written in the earth,
because they have forsaken the Lord, the fountain of living waters.” It also
figures in two Christian texts important in the prehistory of Purgatory.
One of these is the story of Lazarus and the wicked rich man, who from the
depths of Hell cries out to Father Abraham, “Have mercy on me, and send
Lazarus, that he may dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue”
(Luke 16:24). Even more important is a text that may be the first to present
a vision of Purgatory as a place, the Passion of Perpetua from the early
third century, in which thirst plays a crucial role.

It has been observed that, although sheol is frequently mentioned in the
Old Testament, few precise details are provided. The reason for this, we
are told, is that Yahweh is the god of the living, reminding us of the words
of Ecclesiastes 9:4: “For him that is joined to all the living there is hope, for
a living dog is better than a dead lion.”

Jesus puts it even more directly (Matt. 22:31-32): “But as touching the
resurrection of the dead, have ye not read that which was spoken unto you
by God, saying, “I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the

God of Jacob? God is not the God of the dead, but of the living.” ” That the
Lord’s omnipotence extends even to sheol is repeated many times in the
Old Testament, but it is never stated that he intends to deliver a soul
prematurely from captivity there, or that he intends to pardon a soul that

has gone down to Hell or to shorten its stay there.

Thus, apart from the imagery of Hell that was carried over into Purgas
tory, there is very little in the Old Testament that prefigures the Christian
Purgatory except for one highly singular passage in the Second Book of

Maccabees, which I shall discuss below.

There are, however, certain indications in the Old Testament that
distinctions were indeed made between one region of sheol and another
and that souls might be plucked from sheol by the hand of God. In the first
place, we are told that the lowest depths of sheol are reserved for souls in
particular disgrace: the souls of the uncircumcised, of victims of murder,
and of the unburied. But note that these are souls not so much guilty as
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texts, preferring to confine historical and sociological analysis to the
specific period during which the doctrine of Purgatory came into being and
gained currency, thta is, the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. For this
earlier period I shall content myself with indicating the relevant intellec-
tual, literary, and artistic traditions. In this apocalyptic literature one
element was particularly important, namely, the belief that Jesus himself
had descended into Hell. The luster of this episode reflected, as it were, on
the whole body of apocalyptic writings. I shall adduce evidence drawn
mainly from Christian and New Testament sources. It is worthy of note
that most of the “apocalypses” tell of a journey to Heaven rather than a
descent into Hell, typical of the hopeful, expectant climate of the period
during which Christianity emerged.

Of the Jewish apocalypses I shall use the Book of Enoch and the Fourth
Book of Ezra, and of the Christian, the Apocalypse of Peter, the Apocay
lypse of Ezra, and especially the Apocalypse of Paul.

Of the Book of Enoch the only extant Latin version is a very short
abridgement contained in a single manuscript dating from the eighthi
century. The most complete version that has come down to us is in
Ethiopian, based on a Greek original.** The text was originally written ina
Semitic language, probably Hebrew, during the second or first century B.Cy
and bears marks of Egyptian influence. It is a composite text, the oldes
portion of which very probably dates from the period when apocalyp
writings first began to appear, slightly before 170 B.c. Thus the Book

Enoch is one of the earliest examples we have of apocalyptic literatur

The portion of the text concerned with the hereafter is contained mai.
in the first part, which tells the story of Enoch’s assumption. Guided b
angels, Enoch is wafted away to “a place (a house) whose inhabitants a
like a blazing fire” and then to the place where storms, thunder, and thi
waters of life reside. “And I came upon a river of fire, where the fire flo
like water and empties into the vastness of the oceans. . . . And I reached
place of utter darkness. . . . I saw the mountains of the shadows of wint

_. . and the mouth of the abyss” (chap. 17). He next comes to the pit
Hell: “Then I saw a deep pit near the heavenly columns of fire, and I's
between them descending columns of fire, columns whose height
depth were immeasurable” (chap. 18). Enoch then asks the angel Rapha
who is accompanying him, where the souls of the dead reside prior
judgment. The first mention of the idea that there are different regions i
the hereafter and various categories of souls awaiting judgment occurs i
chapter 22. Unlike the Babylonians and the Jews, who situated arallu an
sheol beneath the surface of the earth, but like most Egyptian writers, thi
author of this chapter apparently situates these waiting souls in a ve
remote corner of the earth’s surface. “From there I went to another pla
and in the west he pointed to a great, high mountain and rocky cliffs. The
were four very deep cavities, very broad and smooth, three of which we
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ll:u are to be punished less than g,ther silﬁ:::rs? (et by echetafioery
m“' : : : :nun}.% Lus ](I)urn;y, Enoch encounters Hell one more time butina
se. “Then I said, ‘Why is this land bl :
While that gorge in the n’niddl e
e (of the mountains) is d i :
ihile in now Uriel, who answers, “Thi vall a'mned? —
B (i 2,8). ers, “This accursed valley is for the eternally
Phus the Book of Enoch i i
contains the images of Hell as a pit
r‘:lllp')' "':::tll:)ﬁ la nfmuntam }j)n earth where souls reside prigll' t(())r 312:52::
Lr 't 1t also teatures the idea of an intermediat
i : estate b
ﬁ - iu:l'unu’nt asdwelll as the notion of graduated penaltiees ;ct: iﬁz ?i:::ih
Alter depend only in part on the soul’ i .
Mo the Book of Enoch i Srrideriis g
. $ a composite of sections composed at di
r.::l::.“l |. ‘ ulmams a number of contradictions, particularll; in re:af:lfizrflrll t
v :‘: ( tvlv lfil;epte'r 22 of5 p;rt 1 the souls of martyred saints cry fo:
. " as in part 5 the souls of the just are all as i
::'t: }',‘rd «;ycr bﬁl l:ngels, awaiting the last judgment. In p:itlg. atlllzriBgos(iiegE
s, Enoch has quite a different vision of the -
A0es the just bedded down on s of 1 place of walting: he
the outskirts of H
tnidde Heaven itself, amid v side of the Moo s cven
_ the angels and by the sid i
R e A ' y the side of the Messiah (cha
AJD g prolonged period of waitin i i o
. ‘ . g recurs in certain f -
m::,l, :.l l;t)n:;c:lgzll sl’u;g;to;y, fj' 8., in regard to Arthur at Etna Fir:)::ﬁ;u?n
39, of the dead intervene with th . x
oy ) with the gods on behalf of th
e and they pray for the childr :
. . en of men.”
:l'l:‘lﬁ ‘lll!l,lf hlcforc tl:w Middle Ages accepted the idea that the s:ul’sI td:;as .
d be a ler'eq in the hereafter. Only then were souls j Pu e
‘N'.ll'imli the privilege once and for all S sty
1 Fourth Book of Ezra also con "
p¥a sists of a number of s
ably hinked together by a zealous Jew around 120 A.D,, thafi‘;nte:\:rs;g ?ll:;
?
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‘
: ‘I' : t' T ; :(l : :n' 1, : forlnbs ?s though they were receptacles [receptacula] of the soul
R 'kc.trhe y of the body. ... The dwelling place of the soul is on
g ! en quotes at length from the Book of Ezra, arguing that the
[ise :: mentioned there' are the same as the dwelling places (habit,
"m"; : I ([.rrcd to by Jesus in John 14:2: “Ip my Father’s house are m; o
Mons [mansiones).” Ambrose exc hi iti "4
QR \mansio  excuses himself for citing Ezra, who
g the pagan philosophers, on th : s
‘ : e ground ’
Il;m .Iln ml.ny well be Impressive to pagans. Aft’er cxpatisting or: tt}}:: f‘tlis zralls
. : |;'.'m v of tlflehsoul,” still citing from Ezra, he goes on to mcntior‘:v :h-
Sillication of the souls of the saved into s :
Fntises the seven “ways” with crdees e e Lo facthe
the seven “orders™ and spe

. . . g ak f = g

::: rl n' ¢4 In \fvl?lch a great tranquility reigns” (in babifaculjsosuigv;’eu
"“‘u‘:::‘ lnmqgtllxtate). He points out that, according to Ezra, the soul u";
,m,jl “"": I:’(c |i§u§ X) dll)scover the vastness of space along wi,th happirfe(s)s

ortality.”” Ambrose concludes his |
Puith Book of Ezra b i o for b By 0 i
y congratulating Ezra for havi i
With & description of the so j o ot e oot
uls of the just at the end of thej

oscrip . th, ’

Wheity, retur ning to their dwelling places: it is better, Amb:(l);:i‘elﬁtsl :sa};s
o

end of the apocalyptic period in Jewish thought. Several versions have
come down to us, in Syriac, Arabic, and Armenian, though the Greek
original has been lost. A Latin version is preserved in a number of manu-
scripts, the oldest of which dates from the ninth century. Here I shall refer
to the Latin version.”
Ezra puts the following question to the Lord: “If  have found grace in
your eyes, O Lord, show thy servant if, now or at the hour of our death,
when each of us gives thee back his soul, we thereafter rest in peace until
thou redeemest us, or are we punished?”’® The answer is that “those who
have scorned the path of the Most High, those who have scorned his law
and hated whosoever feared God, shall not enter into the dwelling places
but first shall wander and then be punished, in everlasting sadness and
tears, by seven ways.”””! The fifth of these “ways” is to be shown the sight
“of other (souls) kept by angels in dwelling places in a deep silence.””** Here
the idea is the same as the one that occurs in the fifth part of the Book of
Enoch.
By contrast, seven “orders” (ordines) of souls are fated to dwell in “safé
and secure” places.” After being separated from their bodies, these souls™

“shall have seven days of freedom in which to see the reality of what had W 4 about the happiness of the i : »

been foretold, and then they shall gather in their dwelling places.”** This Wi l'ml. P ¢ just than about the misfortune of the

“spatial conception” of the other world is reinforced and broadened by Hhe Christain apocalypses are b : .

the following passage. The “order” consisting of those who have followed Sibistedl from the ]cwi).:j’x apor:aly'?pt:le(s:o%glrllt(i)r:lj Wlthband sharﬁly difféc
. ous because they draw

SRissively from the same enviro i
h h me nment—indeed, for the first tw. i
& ?;:‘ | .:. | :n T;:an ”el: it 1sffrequent1y more correct to speak of°acf}ljlxtxlc112§s
1l teligion™ than of two separate religi B -
iply differentiated, because Giffenences pomenme time
5 gradually the differences b
lons were accentuated b e st b
y the presence of Jesus i i
e other, in consequence of whi e o
; which the adherents of each
et attitudes toward the Messi coward doceaine o
y ah and hence toward doctrine j
‘;:‘l :'l‘.“ :( :“Il?"”l-);, moreover, the two groups became incre;ls?; ;n
- ‘m: ' ‘:.-.,-mini;e’ {1 shall discuss the Apocalypse of Peter probably tghz
ert: the most popular in the first few c oturi
- enturies of
u::: ; nv:.a. FhedApocalypse of Ezra, because interesting medieir:l vt;};?
o .l.:r]l::n éeair:]dtﬁrelillyé‘tjl;e oncalyg.);e of Paul, because it exerted
iddle Ages and because it i
It of reference not only f ' ] v, 2 late tweli
y for Saint Patrick’s Purga,
Sy document that played 1 i b e e owelfth-
R o played a crucial role in the birth of Purgatory, but
Ihe Apocalypse of Pe
{ ter was probably composed at the
¥pee of end
:ﬂ; :l: : .: :: ; hl_c ILegmmng of the second century in the Christian chfntrlrlligfts;
{rta by a converted Jew influenced both b i
) the -
:::::n.s.u}d by Greek Qopular eschatology.” It ﬁgure}; in a{ e::;:tllloap:caf
o™ ) “:i w«b)'r‘ks compiled by the Church of Rome in the second ceiliu "
A atricken from the canon by the Council of Carthage in 397 Tlilyé

in the paths of the Most High shall repose in seven different “ranks,” o
ordines. Of the fifth of these, it is said that they shall “exult upon seei
that now they have escaped the corruptible (flesh) and are in possession o
the bequest to come, still in view of the narrow world of sorrow fro
which they have been set free and beginning to catch sight of the spacioud
blessed, and immortal world they are to receive.”*

Here we find expression of that feeling of “spatial liberation,” tha
concern for space in the other world, that I think was of fundamen
importance in the inception of Purgatory. Purgatory, when it finall
evolves, is a dwelling place or a series of dwelling places: an enclosed pla
but a spacious one. As one moves from Hell to Purgatory and fro
Purgatory to Paradise the boundaries are pushed back, space expan
This effect Dante was capable of rendering in splendid language.

The Fourth Book of Ezra captured the attention of early Christi
writers. The earliest citation of which we can be certain occurs in
Stromata (3.16) of Clement of Alexandria, one of the “fathers” of Purga:
tory,-but somewhat later, in the fourth century, the passage I have jus
cited was commented on by Saint Ambrose.

In his treatise De borno mortis (On the Good of Death) Ambrose is
pains to prove that the soul is immortal and to combat the Roma
predilection for extravagant burials. “Our soul,” says Ambrose, “‘is no
buried with our body in the tomb. ... It is pure waste that men buil
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'apocalypse la.ys particular stress on the punishments meted out to sinners
in Hell, punishments which are depicted with much gusto, largely b
means pf 'magery transmitted through Judaism and Hellem’s’m fr%mf t:hy
Magdalsm of 'Iran. Medieval literature concerned with the afterlife woul:i:
retain Mazdaxszp’s classification of penalties according to the cate ory of
1srxlnt la:;l;ihgirtlner;lflncc usurers were among the first to profit from Purggart{):y
irteenth century, it is worth Pausing to note that in the A 1
e : ' pocalypse
of botitlzirnlé 1;12?;3;3 t;uast they are punished by being submerged in a lake
lhe description of Hell follows along traditiona] i
major themes darkness and ubiquitous ﬁfe are pronzinlel?]:s;ljl?slsglg lggle'
examp}e, (chap. 21): “I saw another place, totally dark. Thi; was the .lace
qf punishment.” A§ for fire, we have the following examples. “And cePr’tain
ls)mners were hanging by their tongues: these were the slanderers, and
en.eath them was a blazing fire, which tortured them” (cha 22’) (o)
aga1]111 (.chap.. 27)’:’ “And other men and women were standing inpf.lame's u}:
;?mtn eerllrwv;;::)lit.st. hA‘nd again (cha_p. 29): “Facing them were men and
ik wjlt nte s(:f’tongues and in whose mouths a fire raged. They had
. The {\pocalyp;e of Peter is based on a firmly dualistic vision and delights
in the mfferx-lal side of things. This dualistic vision also influenced oth
ear!y Christian texts, such as De laude martyrii (In Praise of the Ma re)r
which was once attributed to Saint Cyprian and is probably by Novargln’

‘ : rs are punished by tortures
appropriate to the crime. The Lord judges each man on his merits, award-

Ing salvation or meting out punishment. . . . Those who have constant]
soqght and known God are assigned to the place of Christ where 4
resides, where the luxuriant earth js covered with green ﬂowir?'ce
meadows.”* And yet, from this dualism, this portrait in som,ber sha;lng
there emerges an appeal to justice. “Justice,” say the angels “is the j o
of God; God’s justice js good.” s e ustce
By contrast, the Apocalypse of Ezra, much read and much invoked i
_the Middle Ages, contains no adumbration of Purgatory, though it d s
include a number of elements that later went into the ’constructio Oe;
Purgato‘ry, such as the fire and the bridge. There are steps that the sgu(;s

= k e g » in passages intended as
political polemic, whose significance was not lost on Dante

Three versions of the Apocalypse of Ezra are known: the Apocalypse of
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Fzra properly so called, the Apocalypse of Sedrach, and the Vision of the
Blessed Ezra. The latter is the oldest. It is the Latin version of a Hebrew
original and two manuscripts have survived, one dating from the tenth or
eleventh century, the other from the twelfth century.*

Guided by seven infernal angels, Ezra goes down to Hell by a staircase
that has seventy steps. He then encounters a fiery portal guarded by two
lions spitting searing flames from their mouths, nostrils, and eyes. As he
watches, a number of robust men pass through the flame without being
touched by it. These, the angels explain, are the souls of the just, whose
renown has reached as far as Heaven. When others try to pass through the
portal, they are torn by dogs and consumed by the fire. Ezra asks the Lord
to pardon the sinners, but his appeal is not heard. The angels tell him that
these unfortunates have denied God and sinned with their wives on
Sunday before mass. Descending further along the staircase, Ezra sees men
being tortured. A giant caldron is filled with a fiery liquid, across the
surface of which the saved walk without difficulty, while sinners are being
pushed in by devils. He encounters Herod on a throne of fire, flanked by
counselors standing in fire. In the east there is a broad, fiery path, down
which numerous kings and princes of this world are sent. Ezra then moves
on to Paradise, where all is “light, joy, and salvation.” He says a prayer for
the damned, but the Lord says to him, “Ezra, I shaped man in my own
image and I commanded him not to sin, but he has sinned, and that is why-
he must suffer torment.”

A SOURCE: THE APOCALYPSE OF PAUL

Of all the apocalypses the one that had the greatest influence on medieval
literature concerned with the afterlife in general and with Purgatory in
particular was the Apocalypse of Paul. It is one of the latest of the
apocalyptic writings, having been composed in Greek around the middle
of the third century A.D., somewhere in Egypt. There are extant versions in
Armenian, Coptic, Greek, Old Slavic, and Syriac as well as eight different
Latin versions. The oldest of these Latin versions dates perhaps from the
end of the fourth century, in any case no later than the sixth century. This
is the longest of the eight versions. Shorter versions were prepared in the
ninth century. Of these the one known as Number 4 was the most popular.
['hirty-seven manuscripts have survived. Among the novel features in-
corporated in this version were the image of the bridge, which comes from
Gregory the Great, and the wheel of fire, which comes from the Apoca-
lypse of Peter and the sibylline oracles. This was generally the version that
was translated into various vernacular languages in the late Middle Ages.
Version § is the most interesting for the history of Purgatory, for it was the
first to introduce the distinction between an upper and a lower Hell, due
originally to Augustine and later repeated by Gregory the Great. Between
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the sixth and the twelfth centuries this became the cornerstone of the idea
that there is another place above Hell in the other world, a place which by
the end of the twelfth century would become Purgatory.*

It is remarkable that the Apocalypse of Paul proved so popular in the
Middle Ages after it was severely condemned by Augustine. Doubtless the
reason for this censure, apart from Augustine’s distate for apocalyptic
ideas, was that the work contradicts Paul’s Second Epistle to the Corin-
thians on which it pretends to be based. In 2 Corinthians 12:2-4, Paul
actually says: “I knew a man in Christ above fourteen years ago (whether
in the body, I cannot tell; or whether out of the body, I cannot tell: God
knoweth) such an one caught up to the third heaven. And | knew such a
man (whether in the body, or out of the body, I cannot tell; God knoweth).
How that he was caught up into paradise and heard unspeakable words,
which it is not lawful for a man to utter.” Here is Augustine’s commen-
tary: “Some presumptuous men, some very stupid men, have invented the
Apocalypse of Paul, which the Church rightly does not recognize and
which is full of I know not what fables. They say that this is the story of his
being carried off to the third heaven and the revelation of the ineffable
words he heard there, which it is not lawful for a man to utter. Is their
audacity tolerable? When Paul says that he heard what it is not lawful for a
man to utter, would he then have said what it is not lawful for a man to
utter? Who are they who dare to speak with such impudence and
indecency?”#

Here I shall refer to Version $ of the Apocalypse of Paul. After a brief
introduction, where the question of two Hells is discussed (about which I
shall have more to say later on), Paul comes to the upper Hell, the future
Purgatory, about which nothing is said except that “souls live there
awaiting the mercy of God.”

The bulk of this short tale is devoted to the description of infernal
tortures, in which two concerns are paramount: to be as detailed as
possible and to identify and classify the damned. Paul sees trees of fire from
which sinners are hanged and then a flaming, seven-colored oven in which
others are tortured. He sees the seven punishments that the souls of the
damned must undergo each day, to say nothing of the innumerable sup-
plementary tortures such as thirst, cold, heat, worms, stench, and smoke.
He “views” (the Latin word is vidit, which recurs constantly and which is
typical of the whole apocalyptic genre, in which what s normally hidden

from view, invisible, can now be seen) the wheel of fire on which a
thousand souls are burned, one at a time. He sees a horrible river traversed
by a bridge across which all the souls must pass: the damned are thrown
into the water and sink in up to the knees, or the navel, or the lips, or the
eyebrows. He sees a dark place where usurers (men and women) eat their
tongues. He sees a place where young girls, black from head to toe, are
delivered to dragons and serpents: these are girls who have sinned against
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vhastity and caused their infant children to d'ie. H‘c views nallcled mlin ar:
women, persecutors of widows and orphans, inanicy place w e;e they ;
half roasted, half frozen. Finally (to abridge the account somewhat), w En
the souls of the damned see one saved .soul pass by, waftec! l;)y ht 1?’
wrchangel Michael to Paradise, they beg him to 1ntercede‘on thcllr Z 2111
with the Lord. The archangel invites the damned, along with Pau and ¢ (;
angels who accompany him, to beg God in tears for a modlcfum o
“retreshment” (refrigerium). This sets off a tremendous concert of tears,
which causes the Son of God to descend from heaven to rerpmd the 21H11>nerls
ol his passion and their sins. Swayed by the prayers of Ml_chgel afn___*a}u ,
Christ grants respite (requies) Trom Saturday mg’ht‘ to Mon a)lfl mor;l Eg
(ab hora nona sabbati usque in prima secunde ferie). The aut or (f) t aﬁ
apocalypse eulogizes Sunday. Pau! asks the angel _hgvy manyom (;:én
tortures there are, and the angel replies that the nuNn}ber is 1_411_,9“0_ ), adding
that if one hundred men, each equipped withrfour iron tongues, had;eiun
to pronounce the names of these tortures wh_en the world was created, t Ey
il would not have come to the end of the JIEE;,The author then invites the
witnesses to his revelation to intone the Ven: creator. . -
I'his, then, is the basic outline of one gyxg!fﬁx-‘centpry version of the
vision of the hereafter that wagmost popular ﬁg}(’lﬁdﬂle ggfi)suig(;;'e;:
the inception of Purgatory. The desciipti tnal tortur nd
iinla rgi part cairied over‘ﬁig{ﬁfg&tgry when thlsmmes to be defined :i
it temporary Hell. Above all, we sense in the dxstlncqon betweenl an ulzlp
and a lower Hell and in the idea of a Sabbath rest in Hell a felt need to
mitigate the tortures inﬂi(l:ted in C;he otbert .woz'ld, a need for a more
riminating and more clement divine justice. ‘ -
d"l‘ .:LTlllnsa:;nlgittle about Manichaea.nis_m and Gnosticism, whlcl:)h, despgie
their complex relations with Christla.mty, seem to me to have .leen clllm e
different religions and to have subscribed to quite dlfferen.t phi osbop ies.
Sill, one cannot avoid saying a word or two on this score, if onlyb ecause
there was contact, in the early centuries of the Chljlstllan era, between
Manichaeans and Gnostics on the one han(.i and Christians on the otber.
IHence it is important to mention tho§e Maplchal'ean and Gnos.tlc- do-ctrlgei
that may have influenced Christirillmty, primarily Greek Christianity bu
i in Christianity as well. ‘
P‘,/.\.Iltkl,'llc)),ulé;t the Gnosticst,ylike the Christians, did conceive of Heg z:is a
prison, a dark night, a sewer, or a desert, the fact' that they aliloltebn edto
identify the world with Hell prevents our carrying the paralle etwetlzg
Cinosticism and Christianity too far. Even WhCI.l contempt for .th.c wo‘;'.d
(contemptus mundi) was at its height in the medieval West, Chrlstl.ags i
not go to such lengths. Nor, I think, does the Mandaean and. Manichaean
division of Hell into five regions bear any relatlo'n to tl}e Christian geog'ra};
phy of the hereafter. There remains the obsession \'thh darkqessl, w 1;
had both a negative, infernal significance and a positive, mystical signifi-
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cance. But darkness is such a general feature of sacred imagery that I
cannot see it as grounds for drawing a parallel between Gnosticism or
Manichaeanism and Christianity, As for the “*anguish of time,” which was
perceived as a primary evil and which led to the view that Hell is the
terrifying incarnation of pure duration, this too, | think, separates the
Gnostic and Manichaeans from the Christians.*

This lengthy if superficial journey through the other worlds of antiquity
has not been a quest for lost origins. Historical phenomena do not emerge -

from the past as a child does from the womb of its mother. Each society,
each period makes choices from its past heritage. My aim has been simply
to make clear what choices Latin Christianity made jn two different
periods: first between the third and the seventh century, at which time the
logic implicit in the choices made wias 1ot followed out to the end, and
then again between the mid-twelfth and mid-thirteenth century, when
Purgatory was introdiiced asa “fall-fledged intermediary zone between
Heaven and Hell, a place where certain souls reside between the time of
death and the time of final judgment.

This brief glance backward in time has shed light on our subject in two
ways. First, it has enabled us to identify certain ideas and images that
Christians would later choose to incorporate into their Purgatory. These
features will take on certain accents and colors later in our story, and it is
easier to understand why this was so if we know their likely sources, even if
the new system into which they have been incorporated is of a different
nature from the various systems from which they were drawn originally,
Furthermore, these early precursors of Purgatory, which might have de-
veloped in a variety of ways, provide information about the historica] and
logical conditions in which an idea such as that of Purgatory may be born,
and also about what conditions may cut short the development of such an
idea. The notion of justice and responsibility that underlies all these early
attempts to describe the other world proved incapable of development into
a scale of graduated penalties related to existing social and mental struc-
tures: only the idea of metempsychosis seems to have been able to satisfy
this need at the time. The gods were not lacking in subtlety, but they saved
it for other problems, such as that of sacrifice. To have spent much time on
the fate of the good as compared to the fate of the less good, the wicked as
compared to the less wicked, would have been a luxury in an age when the
pressing need was for rough-and-ready selection and when subtlety was
useless ornament. Beyond that, even if, as Pierre Vidal-Naquet has shown,
the importance of ideas such as “circular time” and “eternal recurrence”
has been exaggerated, still it is true that the way in which time was
conceived in these ancient societies made it difficult to find solid moorings

for the doubtful period between death and eternity. Where was there
room, between heaven and earth, between, as the Greeks said, the uranian
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i i ly not on this earth, which
and the chthonic, for a third afterworld? Surely arth, whi
(::I‘er since the end’of the Golden Age had been forsaken by the imagination
as a suitable setting for eternal happiness.

THE JEws DiSCOVER AN INTERMEDIATE OTHER WORLD

As the Christian era began, in a time of great chang(.es, tlcllerc? yvasfoi
development in Jewish religious thought which was, I thm;(, ecisive
the subsequent history of the idea of Purgatory. Evidence of this .acvef'TUphh
ment is contained in rabbinical writings from the first two centuries of the
U};if:iﬁ:;;e manifests itself first of all in more detz}ilgd defsagpt:o:tss (:i
the geography of the other world. As far as the majority o tf ; :th -
concerned, there is little change in substance. At the mor.nentlo e th the
soul goes either to an intermediate localg, sheol, or dn'egtz' t(;hi (:n nal
punishment in Gehenna or eternal ;eward in Eden. Hea\.ren is Zr the most
part the abode of God, though certain ra})bls also makg it t}.ne aho eo he
just. The souls of the saved, these writers hold, reside in t e1 sevex: !
heaven, that is, the highest of the seven firmaments. The necvlvle entlif)r:1 =
this: people are beginning to ask questions a}bout the size 3n oca ton of
the afterworld in relation to earth. Sheol is still dark and underground:
the world of graves and tombs, the world of the dead. . .
Gehenna is beneath the abyss or beneath the earth, which serves as L
cover. It can be reached from the bottom of the ocean, or by dlhgg;]ng in lt-l z
desert, or beyond the dark mountains. It connects with earth t r(;:fe 2
small hole, through which the fire of Gehenna passes to hegt t he surll :
the earth. Some writers place this hole near Jerusale.m, in L e vlal ey gr
Hinnom, where the gateways to Cl;ehenna, numbering either three
g ituated between two palm trees. ' o
%‘821’1:;;: 11tsu huge: sixty times larger than Eden. For sor(;le cvivrlter.s (lit ;;
beyond measure: built to accommodate two to three hundre m)tfrla
the wicked, it must grow every day to make room for new gues s:rh .
The Garden of Eden is of course the garden'of the Creation story. | t?rl
15 no distinction between the terrestrial paradise of Adam and the c:,i esIt:a
paradise of the just. Some place it opposite Ge:henna, others aloggm ;. b(;Z
some it is nearby, for others far away—but in any case an unbreac athe
gulf separates the two. According to some writers Eden is sn(Ity htlmes b
size of the world, while others see it as beyor;d~ all 'rneasurel. t Zs gil ieci
generally three in number. Some rabbis have visited it, but é\ exTn. e;l art <
in vain to gain entry via one of its portgls. Amonithe saved souls is
Abraham, who receives his childrep into Eden. ' . N
Of particular importance is the tripartite conception of th 1el sou s121 il
the hereafter which now begins to make its appearance in the tza; ing !
certain rabbinical schools: witness two treatises from the perio 1 e;v&];ce :
the destruction of the Second Temple (A.D. 70) and the revolt of Bar
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The sqcond ci.tation is taken from a treatise on the courts
tenor is practically the same:

PHE LIEREAFTER BHPORE PURGATORY

Rabbi Sammai teaches this: that there will b

th;: judgment: one of the truly holy, :«motfui1 rg; gtfnzugsu?t
wicked, and a third in between. It is immediately written anzi,
s_ealec! that the truly holy shall live until the end of time, and it is
likewise written and sealed that the truly wicked shall remain
in Gehenna, as it is written (Dan. 12:2). As for the third grou
they shall 80 down to Gehenna for a time and then come up’
again, as 1t is written (Zech. 13:9 and 1 Sam, 2:6). But thlc):
Hillelites say: He who is abundant in mercy inclines toward
mercy, and it is qf them that David speaks (Ps. 116:1) unto
God, who hea_rs him, and responds in these terms: . . . Sinners
Jew and Gentile alike, having sinned in their body, (shall be)’

The Sammaites say this: there are three grou i

until the end of time, the other shall ren%ain Izg're?rz: isx?zslﬂalrlr‘::
and contempt. These are the completely wicked, of whom the
least wicked shall 8o down to Gehenna to be ,punished and
c}cl)mg back up cured, according to Zechariah 13:9: it is of them
that 1t is written (1 Sam. 2:6): the Lord giveth and the Lord
taketh away. The Hillelites say (Ex. 34:6) that God abounds in
mercy; he inclines toward mercy; and of them David says this
passage (Ps. 116:1): The sinners of Israel, guilty in their bod

and the sinners of the nations of the world, guilty in their body’
go dowq to Gehenna to be punished there for twelve month)s,,
then their souls are reduced to nothing and their bodies are
burned and Gehenna vomits them up; they become ash and the

wind di
b r; g :sgf;.ses them to be trodden underfoot by the holy (Mal.

13), one concerning the New Year (Rosh Hashanah

the sther voncerning the courts of | i
0 Rl aw (the Sanhedrin). In the first we read

)s

(Sanhedrin). Its
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|.ast Judgment, not in a special place but in Gehenna itself. This view leads
to the drawing of a distinction between a lower and an upper part of
(iehenna, the later being the place in which temporary punishments are
meted out.

What we see, then, is a tendency to elaborate the spatial characteristics
of the afterworld coupled with a tendency to establish an intermediate
category of souls condemned for a fixed length of time. Now, we know
that the inception of Purgatory in the twelfth century coincides with the
development of urban schools whose masters created scholastic philoso-
phy. It seems reasonable to suppose that in the first few centuries after the
birth of Christ, as the social structure and intellectual framework of the
Jewish community evolved, the Jews too moved toward developing their
own idea of something rather similar to the Christian Purgatory.®

Is PURGATORY PREFIGURED IN THE BIBLE?

I'he Christian doctrine of Purgatory was not finally worked out until the
sixteenth century by the Counll of Lrent. Rejected by Protestants, it was
an exclusively Catholic doctrine. After Trent, Bellarmine and Suarez, who
were responsible for Purgatory, put forth several biblical references in
support of the newly approved doctrine. Of these I will mention only the
ones that actually played a role in the inception of Purgatory during the
Middle Ages, up to the beginning of the fourteenth century.

From the Old Testament, a single passage, taken from the Second Book
of the Maccabees (which Protestants do not consider to be canonical) was
pointed to by Christian theologians between the time of Augustine and the
time of Thomas Aquinas as proving the existence of a belief in Purgatory.
The passage describes a battle in which a number of Jewish soldiers, who
are supposed to have committed a mysterious sin, are killed, after which
Judas Maccabeus orders prayers on their behalf:

All men therefore praising the Lord, the righteous judge, who
had opened the things that were hid, betook themselves unto
prayer, and besought him that the sin committed might wholly
be put out of remembrance. Besides, that noble Judas exhorted

3 :;m;gyl, l:’at.abl Akiba, one of the leading scholars of the Mishnah, who
i 1: e being tortgred after the failure of Bar-Kochba’s revolt (135)
: ght the same doctrine. He “also said that five things last twelve months:
the judgment of the generation of the flood, the judgment of Job, th .
judgment of the Egyptians, the judgment of Gog and Magog in the flztur:
iet to come, and the judgment of the wicked in Gehenna, as it is written (I
6+]213): fl}rlom month to month.”" ’ en
Thus, t ere exists an intermediate catego , consistin
nl::lfhgr entirely good nor entirely bad, wl?orv):/ill punishegd(;f);n ae lt]ir‘l’:"l:1 Zfi:
their death and then go to Eden. But this expiation will occur only after the

H

40

the people to keep themselves from sin, forsomuch as they saw
before their eyes the things that came to pass for sins of those
that were slain. And when he had made a gathering throughout
the company to the sum of two thousand drachmas of silver, he
sent it to Jerusalem to offer a sin offering, doing therein very
well and honestly, in that he was mindful of the resurrection;
For if he had not hoped that they were slain should have risen
again, it had been superfluous and vain to pray for the dead.
And also in that he perceived that there was great favour laid
up for those that died godly, it was an holy and good thought.
Whereupon he made a reconciliation for the dead, that they
might be delivered from sin (2 Macc. 12:41-46).
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This is a difficult passage, concerning which there is disagreement among
experts on ancient Judaism and biblical exegesis. It alludes to beliefs and
practices not mentioned elsewhere in the Bible. I will not here enter into
this debate. For my purposes the essential point is that, in accordance with
the Fathers of the Church, medieval Christians looked upon this text as
confirming two things: that sins can be redeemed after death and that the
prayers of the living are an effective way of accomplishing this. These two
bellef's were of course fundamental ingredients of what was to become the
doctrine of Purgatory. For the medieval mind, such a passage was, I should
add, a necessity: for the men of the Middle Ages believed that all reality
and', a fortiori, all doctrinal truth could be traced to a two-fold source in
§cr1pture: according to the doctrine of typological symbolism, every truth
in the New Testament is prefigured by a passage in the Old.

What New Testament passages are at issue here? Three texts played a
particularly important role. The first of these is Matthew 12:31—32:

Wherefore I say unto you, All manner of sin and blasphemy
shall be forgiven unto men: but the blasphemy against the Holy
Ghost shall not be forgiven unto men. And whosoever
speaketh a word against the Son of man, it shall be forgiven
him: but w_hosoever speaketh against the Holy Ghost, it shall
?ot be forgiven him, neither in this world, neither in the world
0 come.

Thls 1s a very important passage. Indirectly, it involves the assumption that
sins can be redeemed in the other world. But it is customary in Christian
exegesis to bring out the unstated assumptions in a passage, a problem that
I for one regard as logical and perfectly legitimate.

A s_econd text is the story* of poor Lazarus and the wicked rich man. as
told in the Gospel of Luke 16:19-26: ’

Therc.: was a certain rich man, which was clothed in purple and
fine I.men and fared sumptuously every day; and there was a
certain beggar named Lazarus, which was laid at his gaté, full
of sores, and desiring to be fed with the crumbs which fell from
the rich man’s table: moreover the dogs came and licked his
sores. And it came to pass, that the beggar died, and was
carried by the angels into Abraham’s bosom: the rich man also
died, and was buried; and in hell he lift up his eyes, being in
torments, and seeth Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his
bosom. And he cried and said, Father Abraham, have mercy on
me, and send Lazarus, that he may dip the tip of his finger in
water, and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this flame.
But 'Abraham said, Son, remember that thou in thy lifetime
receivedst thy good things, and likewise Lazarus evil things:
but now he is comforted, and thou art tormented. And beside
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all this, between us and you there is a great gulf fixed: so that
they which would pass from hence to you cannot; neither can
they pass to us, that would come from thence.

This passage adds three new details concerning the hereafter. Hell (Hades)
is located close to the place where the saved await the Last Judgment, since
it is possible to see one from the other. Hell is dominated by the character-
istic thirst that Mircea Eliade calls “the thirst of the dead” and that is
fundamental to the idea of refrigerium.* Finally, the waiting place of saved
souls is named: the bosom of Abraham.

The last of the three passages I want to cite is the one that has aroused
the most commentary. It is a passage from 1 Corinthians 3:11-15:

For other foundation can no man lay than that is laid which is
Jesus Christ. Now if any man build upon this foundation gold,
silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble; Every man’s work
shall be made manifest: for the day shall declare it, because it
shall be revealed by fire; and the fire shall try every man’s work
of what sort it is. If any man’s work shall be burned, he shall
suffer loss: but he himself shall be saved; yet so as by fire.

This is a very difficult passage, but one which played a crucial role in the
development of Purgatory in the Middle Ages, a development whose
progress we can follow simply by attending to the successive exegeses of
this text from Paul.’! Speaking generally, we can say that, at a very early
date, the idea emerged that a man’s fate in the hereafter depends on his
quality as a man, and that there is a certain proportionality between a
man’s merits and demerits and the rewards and punishments meted out to
him in the hereafter. In the afterworld, each man must undergo a trial,
which determines what his ultimate fate will be. But the time of trial here
seems to be the time of the Last Judgment. In this respect Paul’s ideas are
still very close to Jewish thinking on the question. The other feature of
Paul’s thought that was destined to exert considerable influence in the
Middle Ages was that of fire. The expression “yet so as by fire” (quasi per
ignem) was taken to warrant certain metaphorical interpretations of pur-
gatorial fire, but by and large the passage was invoked to justify belief in a
real fire.

Before being considered a place, Purgatory was first conceived as a kind
of fire, whose location was not easy to specify but which embodied the
doctrine from which the later doctrine of Purgatory was to develop.
Indeed, since fire symbolism played an important role in that development,
it is worth pausing to say a word or two about it. The nature of purgatorial
fire was much discussed from patristic times onward. Was it punitive,
purifying, or probative? Modern Catholic theology distinguishes between
the fire of Hell, which is punitive, the fire of Purgatory, which is expiatory
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and puntying, and the fire of judgment, which is probative. But this is a
late rationalizavion, In the Middle Ages all three were more or less con-
founded. Purgatorial fire was considered akin to hellfire: though not
eternal, it burned just as fiercely while it lasted. When, later, the fire of
judgment was reduced to an individual judgment that followed closely
after death, purgatorial fire and the fire of judgment were, in practice,
usually identified. Theologians may stress one aspect of Purgatory or
another; medieval preachers did the same, and the ordinary faithful must
have had similar attitudes, after their own fashion. Purgatorial fire was at
once a punishment, a purification, and an ordeal, which accords well with
the ambivalent nature that fire has in Indo-European mythology, as C. -M.
Edsmann has shown.

There is another episode from the New Testament, which, if did not
play a direct role in the history of Purgatory, then at least played an
important indirect role by influencing the general conception of the after-
world in Christian thought: I am thinking of Christ’s descent into Hell.
Three passages of the New Testament treat this episode. First, there is
Matthew 12:40: “For as Jonas was three days and three nights in the
whale’s belly, so shall the Son of man be three days and three nights in the
heart of the earth.” The Acts of the Apostles 2:31 speaks of the event in
the past: “He [David] seeing this before spake of the resurrection of Christ,
that his soul was not left in hell, neither his flesh did see corruption.”
Finally, in Paul’s Epistle to the Romans 10:6—7, which contrasts the
“righteousness which is of faith” with the “righteousness which is of law,”
we read the following: “But the righteousness which is of faith speaketh on
this wise, Say not in thine heart, Who shall ascend into heaven, (that is to
bring Christ down from above), or Who shall descend into the deep? (that
is, to bring up Christ again from the dead).”

CHRi1sT’S DESCENT INTO HELL

Apart from the obvious Christian meaning of this passage—which offers
proof of the divinity of Christ and promise of future resurrection—the
episode relates to an old oriental tradition, which has been studied exten-
sively by Joseph Kroll.2 The theme is one of a struggle between God/the
sun and the forces of darkness, in which the kingdom of darkness is
identified with the abode of the dead. This was a popular theme of
medieval liturgy: it figures in exorcistic formulas, hymns, lauds, and tropes
as well as in the dramatic games of the late Middle Ages. But the episode
really became popular thanks to the wealth of detail contained in the
apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus. There we learn that Christ went down
to Hell and retrieved from its clutches righteous souls who had not been
baptized because they were born prior to his coming. For the most part
these are the souls of patriarchs and prophets. Those souls left behind by
Christ are doomed to remain in Hell until the end of time, for Jesus seals
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Hell forever with seven seals. With respect to Purgatory this episode is
important in three ways. First, it demonstrates that the fate of certain men
is susceptible to amelioration after death, if only in exceptional circum-
stances. At the same time it excludes the souls in Hell from the possibility
of improvement in their condition, by sealing Hell until the end of time.
Finally, it helps to create yet another world, Limbo, which came into being
at roughly the same time as Purgatory, in the great reworking of the
geography of the hereafter that occurred in the twelfth century.

PRAYERS FOR THE DEAD

Christians seem to have acquired the habit of praying for their dead at a
very early date. This was an innovation, as Salomon Reinach nicely
observes: “Pagans prayed to the dead, Christians prayed for the dead.”*
Now, it is of course true that beliefs and mentalities do not change
overnight, so it should come as no surprise that we do find instances,
particularly in the domain of popular belief, in which non-Christians
prayed for the suffering dead in the other world. Orphism is a case in
point:

Orpheus said: Men . . . perform holy works in order to obtain

deliverance for their wicked ancestors. You who have power

over them . . . you deliver them from great pain and extreme

torture.*

These practices developed around the beginning of the Christian era.
They were a phenomenon of the times, particularly noticeable in Egypt,
the great meeting ground for peoples and religions. Traveling in Egypt
around 50 B.c., Diodorus of Sicily was struck by the funerary customs:
*“As soon as the casket containing the corpse is placed on the bark, the
survivors call upon the infernal gods and beseech them to admit the soul to
the place received for pious men. The crowd adds its own cheers, together
with pleas that the deceased be allowed to enjoy eternal life in Hades, in
the society of the good.”* _

The passage cited eatlier from the Second Book of Maccabees, which
was composed by an Alexandrian Jew during the half-century preceding
Diodorus’s journey, should no doubt be seen against this background.*® It
then becomes clear that at the time of Judas Maccabeus—around 170 B.c.,
a surprisingly innovative period—prayer for the dead was not practiced,
but that a century later it was practiced by certain Jews. No doubt it is in
relation to beliefs of this type that we should think of the strange custom
described by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:29-30: “Else what should they do
which are baptized for the dead, if the dead rise not at all? Why are they
then baptized for the dead?” This baptism for the dead was not the
Christian baptism but rather the baptism received by Greek proselytes
who converted to Judaism.
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The abundant epigraphic and liturgical evidence available for the first
few centuries of the Christian era has often been used to prove that belief in
Purgatory is very ancient indeed.” But it seems to me that the interpreta-
tion goes beyond the evidence. The favors that God is urged to grant the
dead essentially involve the pleasures of Paradise, or at any rate a state
defined by pax et lux, peace and light. Not until the end of the fifth century
(or the beginning of the sixth) do we find an inscription that speaks of the

“redemption of the soul” of one who is deceased. The soul in question is’

that of a Gallo-Roman woman from Briord, whose epitaph includes the
phrase pro redemptionem animae suae.* Furthermore, the inscriptions
and prayers make no mention of a specific place of redemption or waiting
other than the one traditional since the time of the Gospels, the “bosom of
Abraham.” But in order for the idea of Purgatory to develop, it was
essential that the living be concerned about the fate of their dead, that the
living maintain contacts with the dead, not in order to call on them for
protection, but rather in order to improve their condition through prayer.

A PLACE OF REFRESHMENT: Refrigerium

Finally, some of these texts describe a place which, though quite similar to
the “bosom of Abraham,” is not always identical with it: the refrigerium.
A number of funerary inscriptions bear the words refrigerium or refrige-
rare (refreshment, to refresh), either alone or in conjunction with the word
pax (peace): in pace et refrigerium, esto in refrigerio (may he be in
refrigerium), in refrigerio anima sua (may his soul be in refrigerium), deus
refrigeret spiritum tuum (may God refresh his spirit).*

An excellent philological study by Christine Mohrmann has clearly
traced the semantic evolution of refrigerium from classical to Christian
Latin: “Alongside these rather vague and shifting definitions, the words
refrigerare and refrigerium took on, in Christian idiom, a very definite
technical meaning: heavenly happiness. We find refrigerium used in this
sense as early as Tertullian, in whose writing it denotes both the temporary
happiness of souls awaiting the return of Christ in the bosom of Abraham,
according to Tertullian’s own conception of the matter, and the everlast-
ing good fortune of Paradise, which is enjoyed by martyrs from the time
they die and which is promised to the elect after the final divine verdict. . . .
Among later Christian writers refrigerium is used in a general way to
denote the joys of the world beyond the grave, promised by God to the
elect.”®

Refrigerium has a special place in the prehistory of Purgatory only
because of the personal conception of Tertullian, to which Mohrmann
alludes in the above paragraph. Indeed, as we have seen, refrigerium
denotes a quasi-paradisaical state of happiness and not a place. But
Tertullian imagined a special kind of refrigerium, the refrigerium interim
or “interim refreshment” reserved for certain of the dead, singled out by
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God as worthy of special treatment during the period between their death
and the time of final judgment.

An African who died sometime after 220, Tertullian wrote a brief
treatise, now lost, in which he argued “that every soul was confined in Hell
until the Lord’s [judgment] day” (De anima 55.5). This was an adaptation
of the Old Testament idea of sheol. This other world was located under-
ground, and it was here that Christ descended for three days (De anima
54.4),

In Against Marcion and On Monogamy Tertullian goes into detail
about the other world and presents his concept of refrigerium. Marcion
argued that not only martyrs but ordinary righteous people were admitted
into Heaven or Paradise immediately after their death. Tertullian, on the
other hand, basing his contention on the story of Lazarus and the rich
man, maintains that, while awaiting resurrection, ordinary righteous souls
reside not in heaven but in a refrigerium interim, the bosom of Abraham:
“This place, the bosom of Abraham, though not in heaven, and yet above
hell, offers the souls of the righteous an interim refreshment [refrigerium
interim] until the end of all things brings about the general resurrection
and the final reward” (Adversus Marcionem 4.34).* Until the end of time
the bosom of Abraham shall serve as “the temporary receptacle of faithful
souls.”¢

Tertullian’s thought in fact remains highly dualistic. In his view there
are two contrasting fates: punishment, which is conveyed by such words
as torment (tormentum), agony (supplicium), and torture (cruciatus), and
reward, denoted by the term refreshment (refrigerium). In two places it is
stated that both of these destinies are eternal.®®

On the other hand, Tertullian lays great stress on offerings for the dead
on the anniversary of their death and asserts that pious practices may be
based on tradition and faith even if there is no foundation for them in
Scripture. (Broadly speaking, with the exception of Matthew 12:32 and
Paul’s 1 Corinthians 3:10-13, textual underpinnings are almost entirely
lacking for the doctrine of Purgatory.) Tertullian writes: ‘“We make obla-
tions for the deceased on the anniversary of their death. . . . If you look in
Scripture for a formal law governing these and similar practices, you will
find none. It is tradition that justifies them, custom that confirms them,
and faith that observes them” (De corona militis 3.2-3).%

With regard to the prehistory of Purgatory, Tertullian’s innovation, if it
was an innovation, was to have the righteous spend a period of time in
refrigerium interim before coming to reside in eternal refrigerium. But
there is nothing really new about the place of refreshment, which is still the
bosom of Abraham. Between Tertullian’s refrigerium interim and Purga-
tory there is a difference not only of kind—for Tertullian it is a matter of a
restful wait until the Last Judgment, whereas with Purgatory it is a
question of a trial that purifies because it is punitive and expiatory—but
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also of duration: souls remain in refrigerium until the resurrection but in
Purgatory only as long as it takes to expiate their sins.

Much ink has been spilled over the refrigerium interim. The most
enlightening debate involves Alfred Stuiber, the historian of early Chris-
tian art, and various of his critics, most notably L. de Bruyne.* De Bruyne
sums up his objections to Stuiber’s theory as follows: “According to this
theory . .. a decisive role in the choice of themes for sepulchral art is
supposed to have been played by the doubts that the first generations of
Christians entertained with regard to the fate of the soul immediately after
death. It is argued that Christians believed that, when a near relative died,
his or her soul must await the final resurrection in unsettled surroundings,
the underworld of Hades. No one can fail to see that there is something
improbable in such an assertion in light of the optimism and lightness of
spirit that are among the most prominent characteristics of the art of the
catacombs,”%

The phrase “no one can fail to see” is unfortunate. It expresses the
naiveté of the specialist who assumes that his readers share the views of a
small group of experts; worse still, it puts gratuitous assertion in the place
of needed proof.

When the question is examined closely, however, it seems to me that
de Bruyne is right on two important points. First, the funerary art on
which Stuiber rests his case does not allow one to assert that there was an
uncertain belief in a refrigerium interim. As the specialist de Bruyne
maintains, the art of the catacombs expresses certainty more than uncer-
tainty. Furthermore, an idea as subtle as that of refrigerium interim was
very difficult to represent in material images. I shall have more to say about
this kind of difficulty later on, when I discuss it in connection with
medieval representations of Purgatory. On the other hand, this “optim-
ism,” undoubtedly reinforced if not imposed by the ecclesiastical author-
ities, already quite coercive, should not be allowed to obscure the doubts
that most Christians very probably felt with regard to their fate in the
other world prior to the time of judgment and resurrection. For these
doubts there were at least two reasons: one doctrinal, since the Bible and
Christian theology were far from clear on this score, the other existential,
in that, countering the militant optimism of the early Christians was a deep
“anxiety” that they shared with the pagans of late antiquity, as E. R,
Dodds has so masterfully demonstrated.*’

THE EARLIEST IMAGES OF PURGATORY: PERPETUA’S VisioN

With all this said, it remains true that the idea and the image of “refresh-
ment” inspired—in the very circles in which Tertullian developed his
thinking—the earliest document we have in which it is possible to catch a
glimpse of Purgatory.
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This is a text extraordinary both by its nature apd by its content: The
Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas. ® When Septimius Severus persecuted
the Christians of Africa in 203, it happened that two women, Perpetua and
Felicitas, and three men, Saturus, Saturninus, and Revocatus, were put to
death near Carthage. While being held in prigon prior to her rx}artyrdom,
Perpetua, aided by Saturus, either wrote or dictated her memoirs to otber
Christians, one of whom edited the text and addf:d an epilogue recounting
the death of the martyrs. The authenticity of this text, both as to its form
and the gist of its content, is not doubted by even the severest critics. The
circumstances in which this brief work was written and the simplicity anc;
sincerity of its tone make it one of the most moving exaanICS we haye o
Christian literature, indeed of literature in general. During her imprison-
ment, Perpetua has a dream in which she sees her dead younger brother,

Dinocratus:

A few days later, while we were all at prayer, a voice came to
me suddenly and the name of Dinocratus escaped from my lips.
I was stupefied, because before that moment I had never
thought about him. With pain I rememl?eregl his death. I knew
at once that I was worthy to ask a favor in his behalf, and that I
must do so. I began a long prayer, addressing my lamentations
to the Lord. On the following night I had this vision: 1 saw
Dinocratus coming out of a place of darkness, where he found
himself in the midst of many others, all burning and parched
with thirst, filthy and clad in rags, bearing on his face the sore
that he had when he died. Dinocratus was my own brother. He
died of illness at age seven, his face eaten away by a malignant
canker, and his death repulsed everyone. I prayed for him: and
between me and him the distance was so great that we cou!d
not touch. In the place where Dinocratus was there was a basin
full of water, whose lip was too high for a small child. And
Dinocratus stood on the tips of his toes, as though he wanted to
drink. It caused me pain to see that there was water in the basin
but that he could not drink because the lip was so high. I woke
up with the knowledge that my brother was being tried. But I
had no doubt that I could relieve him in his trial. I prayed for
him every day until we were taken to the prison in the Imperial
Palace. We were to be forced to fight in the games that were to
be held at the Palace for the birthday of Caesar Geta. And I
prayed for him night and day, wailing and crying that my
prayers be granted.®

A few days later Perpetua has another vision:

ini is i : he place
The day we were put in irons, this is what I saw: I saw the p
that I l')xrad seen before, and Dinocratus, his body clean, well
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dressed, refreshed [refrigerantem), and where the sore had
been I saw a scar; and the lip of the basin that I had seen had
been lowered to the height of the child’s navel, and water
flowed out of it continuously. And above the lip there was a
golden cup filled with water. Dinocratus drew near and began
to drink from it, and the cup never emptied. Then, his thirst
quenched, he began playing happily with the water, as children
do. Iawoke and I understood that his penalty had been lifted.”

The important word here is refrigerantem, which clearly refers to the
notion of refrigerium. Not everything in this extraordinary text was
entirely novel; similar works were not unheard of in the early third
century. A Greek apocryphal work from the late second century, The Acts
of Paul and Thekla,” speaks of prayers for a dead young girl. The pagan
queen Tryphena asks her adopted daughter, the Christian virgin Thekla,
to pray for her real daughter Phalconilla, who has died. Thekla prays to
God for eternal salvation for Phalconilla.

Tertullian, who is sometimes named (surely in error) as the editor of the
Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas and who did live in Carthage at the time
of their martyrdom, knew the Acts of Paul and Thekla, which he cites in
his work De baptismo (17.5). Elsewhere he remarks that a Christian
widow should pray for her dead husband and ask that he be granted
refrigerium interim.”

The importance of the Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas in the prehis-
tory of Purgatory should neither be exaggerated nor minimized. It is not
Purgatory as such that is being discussed here, and none of the images
contained in Perpetua’s two visions recur in medieval imagery associated
with Purgatory. The garden in which Dinocratus finds himself is almost
paradisaical in nature; it is neither a valley nor a plain nor a mountain. The
thirst and feebleness from which he suffers are described as psychological
rather than moral defects. He suffers psychic and physical pain rather than
the pain of punishment for a wrong, labor rather than poena, whereas the
texts that foreshadow Purgatory or that concern Purgatory per se prefer
the latter term to the former. The Passion makes no mention of either
judgment or punishment.

And yet, from the time of Augustine onward, this text would be used
and commented upon in works that contributed to what ultimately be-
came Purgatory. It contains a discussion of a place which is neither sheol
nor Hades nor the bosom of Abraham. In this place, a creature, who in
spite of his youth must have been a sinner (for the sore or ulcer on his face,
the vulnus or facie cancerata, which disappears by the time of the second
vision, cannot in the Christian scheme of things be anything other than a
visible sign of sin), suffers from thirst, a typical affliction of those being
punished in the other world.” He is saved thanks to the prayers of a person
worthy of obtaining his pardon. Perpetua is in a position to do this first of

50

ANCIENT IMAGININGS

all because of the blood ties between her and Dinocratus but even more
because of her merits: about to be martyred, she has acquired the right to
intercede with God on behalf of her close relatives.™ . -

Now that the Catholic Church has embarked upon a drastfc revision of
its calendar of saints, I would not want to gamble on the actions Qf those
responsible for making and unmaking patronesses. But it is impressive thflt
a still hesitant account of what would one day become Purgatory occurs in
this admirable document, under the auspices of so moving a saint.
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TWO

The Fathers of Purgatory

ALEXANDRIA: Two GREEK “FOUNDERS’’ OF PURGATORY

HE real history of Purgatory begins with a paradox, a twofold
paradox. Those who have rightly been called the “founders” of the

doctrine of Purgatory were Greek theologians. Although their
ideas were not without impact on Greek Christianity, the Greek Church
never developed the notion of Purgatory as such. Indeed, during the
Middle Ages, Purgatory was one of the principal bones of contention
between Greek Christians and Latin Christians. What is more, the theory
on which the Greek theologians based their version of Purgatory was
plainly heretical in the eyes of the Greek as well as the Latin Church. Thus
the doctrine of Purgatory commences with one of history’s ironies.

In this book I shall take no notice of Greek ideas concerning the other
world except insofar as they came into conflict with Latin ideas of Purga-
tory in 1274 at the Second Council of Lyons and later—in 1438 and 1439,
beyond the chronological limits of this study—at the Council of Florence.
Because of this divergence of views between the two churches and for that
matter between two worlds—a divergence whose roots can be traced back
to late antiquity—the history of Purgatory is an affair of the Latin West.
Nevertheless, it is important, in considering the very beginnings of the
doctrine, to say a few words about the two Greek “inventors” of Purga-
tory, Clement of Alexandria (d. prior to 215) and Origen (d. 253/254).
Clement and Origen were the two greatest exponents of Christian theolo-
gy in Alexandria during the period when that port was, in H.-I. Marrou’s
words, “the center of Christian culture,” and in particular a melting pot in
which Christianity and Hellenism mingled and fused.

The foundations of the doctrine elaborated by Clement and Origen
drew in part on certain pagan Greek philosophical and religious traditions
and in part on their own original reflection on the Bible and on Judeo-
Christian eschatology.! The two theologians were indebted to ancient
Greece for the idea that the chastisement inflicted by the gods is not
punishment but rather a means of education and salvation, part of a
process of purification. In Plato’s view this chastisement is a boon offered
by the gods.? Clement and Origen deduce from this the idea that “to
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punish” is synonymous with “to educate’ and that any chastisement by
God contributes to man’s salvation.*

Plato’s idea was vulgarized by Orphism and transmitted by Pythag-
oreanism. The notion that infernal suffering serves to purify can be found,

for example, in the sixth book of Vergil’s Aeneid (vv. 74142, 745-47):

Therefore we souls are trained with punishment
And pay with suffering for old felonies—

some are hung up helpless to the winds;

The stain of sin is cleansed for others of us

In the trough of a huge whirlpool or with fire
Burned out of us—each one of us we suffer
The afterworld we deserve.’

From the Old Testament, Clement and Origen took the notion that fire
is a divine instrument, and from the New Testament the idea of baptism by
fire (from the Gospels) and the idea of a purificatory trial after death (from
Paul).

The notion of fire as a divine instrument comes from commonly cited
interpretations of Old Testament passages. Their Platonic idea of Chris-
tianity led Clement and Origen to take a comforting view of the matter.
Clement, for example, argued that God could not be vindictive: “God
does not wreak vengeance, for vengeance is to return evil with evil, and
God punishes only with an eye to the good” (Stromata 7.26). In keeping
with this attitude, the two theologians give a soothing interpretation of the
Old Testament passages in which God explicitly uses fire as an instrument
of his wrath. Consider Leviticus 10:1-2: “‘And Nadab and Abihu, the sons
of Aaron, took either of them his censer, and put fire therein, and put
incense thereon, and offered strange fire before the Lord, which he com-
manded them not. And there went out fire from the Lord, and devoured
them, and they died before the Lord.” Or Deuteronomy 32:22: “For a fire
is kindled in mine anger, and shall burn unto the lowest hell, and shall
consume the earth with her increase, and set on fire the foundations of the
mountains.” Origen, in his Commentary on Leviticus, sees these passages
as exemplifying God’s concern to punish man for his own good. Similarly,
he interprets those passages in which God describes himself as a fire not as
expressions of a God of wrath but rather of a God who, by consuming and
devouring, acts as an instrument of purification. One example of this is the
sixteenth homily in Origen’s Commentary on Jeremiah, which deals with
Jeremiah 15:14: “A fire is kindled in mine anger, which shall burn upon
you.” Another is his treatise Contra Celsum 15.13.

The idea of a baptism by fire is based on what John the Baptist says in
Luke 3:16: I indeed baptize you with water; but one mightier than I
cometh, the latchet of whose shoes I am not worthy to unloose: he shall
baptize you with the Holy Ghost and with fire.” Origen, in the Twenty-
fourth Homily of his Commentary on Luke, gives the following gloss:
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As John stood near the Jordan among those who came to be
baptized, accepting those who confessed their vices and their
sins and rejecting the rest, calling them “rotten vipets” and the
like, so will the lord Jesus Christ stand in a river of fire [in igneo
flumine] next to a flaming sword [flammea rompea) and bap-
tize all those who should go to paradise after they die but who
lack purgation [purgatione indiget), causing them to enter into
the place they wish to go. But those who do not bear the mark
of the first baptism will not be baptized in the bath of fire. One
must first be baptized in water and spirit so that, when the river
of fire is reached, the marks of the baths of water and spirit will
remain as signs that one is worthy of receiving the baptism of
fire in Jesus Christ.

Finally, in the Third Homily on Psalm 36, which contrasts the fate of the
wicked man, the victim of God’s wrath, with that of the righteous man, the
beneficiary of God’s protection, Origen gives the following gloss on the
passage in Paul’s First Epistle to the Corinthians in which Paul describes
the final purification by fire:

I think that we all must come to this fire. Whoever we may be,
be it Peter or Paul, we come to this fire. . . as before the Red Sea
if we are Egyptians we shall be swallowed up in this river or
lake of fire, for sins will be found in us . . . or else we too shall
enter into the river of fire but, just as the waters formed a wall
to the right and to the left of the Jews, so shall the fire form a
wall for us . . . and we shall follow the pillar of fire and the
pillar of smoke.

Clement of Alexandria was the first to distinguish two categories of
sinners and two categories of punishments in this life and in the life to
come. In this life, for sinners subject to correction, punishment is “educa-
tional” (didaskalikos), while for the incorrigible it is “punitive”
(kolastikos).® In the other life there will be two fires, a “devouring and
consuming” one for the incorrigible, and for the rest, a fire that “sanc-
tifies” and “does not consume, like the fire of the forge,” a “prudent,”
“intelligent” (phronimon) fire “which penetrates the soul that passes
through it.””

Origen’s conceptions were more detailed and far-reaching than Clem-
ent’s. As we have seen, Origen thought that all men, even the righteous,
must be tried by fire, since no one is absolutely pure. Every soul is tainted
by the mere fact of its union with the flesh. In the Eighth Homily of the
Commentary on Leviticus, Origen invokes a passage from the Book of Job
(14:4): “Who can bring a clean thing out of an unclean?” For the righ-
teous, however, the trial by fire is a kind of baptism, which, by melting the
lead that weighs down the soul, transforms it into pure gold.?
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Origen and Clement agree that there are two kinds of sinners, or, rather,
that there are the righteous, whose only taint is that inherent in human
nature (rupos, later translated into Latin as sordes), and the sinners
properly so called, who bear the extra burden of sins that in theory are
mortal (pros thanaton amartia, or peccata in Latin).

The peculiar notion that made a heretic of Origen was this: that there is
no sinner so wicked, so inveterate, and so essentially incorrigible that he
cannot ultimately be completely purified and allowed to enter into Para-
dise. Even Hell is only a temporary abode. G. Anrich has put it nicely:
“Origen thinks of Hell as a kind of Purgatory.” Origen develops to the full
the theory of purification, catharsis, which came to him from Plato, the
Orphics, and the Pythagoreans. The pagan Greek idea of metempsychosis
was too un-Christian for Origen to accept, so he replaced it with a theory
he thought would be compatible with Christianity, namely, that the soul
steadily improves after death and, no matter how sinful it may have been
at the outset, eventually makes sufficient progress to be allowed to return
to the eternal contemplation of God, which Origen called apokatastasis.

Now, to souls of each type—those merely tainted by the flesh and those
truly besmirched by sin—there corresponds a different kind of purifying
fire. Those tainted by the flesh simply “pass through” the “spirit of
judgment,” which lasts only an instant. Those besmirched by sin, on the
other hand, remain for a more or less extended period in the “spirit of
combustion.” Though horribly painful, this punishment is not incompati-
ble with Origen’s optimism: the more drastic the punishment, the more
certain the salvation. In Origen’s thought there is a feeling for the redemp-
tive value of suffering that we do not encounter until the end of the Middle
Ages, in the fifteenth century.

For Clement of Alexandria, the “intelligent” fire that enters into the
sinner’s soul was not a material thing (as A. Michel has observed), but
neither was it a mere metaphor: it was a “spiritual” fire (Stromata 7.6 and
5.14). Some commentators have attempted to draw a distinction between
the two kinds of fire described by Origen along the following lines: the fire
through which souls merely tainted by association with the flesh must pass
is a real fire, we are told, whereas the “fire of combustion” that the really
sinful souls must endure is only a “metaphorical” blaze, since these wicked
souls, which are ultimately to be saved, are not consumed by it. But this
interpretation is not, I think, supported by the texts invoked to justify it
(De principiis 2.10, Contra Celsum 4.13 and 6.71, etc.). In both cases
what is involved is a purificatory fire, which, though immaterial, is not
merely a metaphor: it is real but spiritual, subtle. When does this purifica-
tion by fire take place? On this point Origen is quite clear: after the
Resurrection, at the time of the Last Judgment.® Surely what we have here
is nothing other than the fire associated with the end of the world in
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age-old beliefs known to us from Indo-European, Iranian, and Egyptian
sources and subsumed by the Stoics under the head of ekpurosis.

In the Jewish apocalyptic literature the most important text concerning
the fire associated with the end of the world is found in the vision
recounted in the Book of Daniel 7:9~12: “His throne was like the fiery
flame, and his wheels as burning fire. A fiery stream issued and came forth
from him. . . . the beast was slain, and his body destroyed, and given to the
burning flame.”

But Origen’s eschatological notions were highly personal and not based
directly on this kind of text. He believed that the souls of the righteous
would pass through the fire of judgment in an instant and would reach
Paradise on the eighth day after Judgment Day. The souls of the wicked,
on the other hand, would continue to burn after Judgment Day for a
“century of centuries.” But this does not mean for eternity, since sooner or
later all souls go to Paradise. It is just a long time (In Lucam, Homily 24).
Elsewhere Origen is even more specific: using a curious arithmetic, he
calculates that, just as the real world lasts for one week prior to the eighth
day, so too will the souls of sinners undergo purification in the “fire of
combustion” for one or two weeks, that s, for a very long time, at the end
of which, with the beginning of the third week, they will be purified
(Seventh Homily in the Commentary on Leviticus). It should be noted that
this calculation is merely symbolic, whereas in the thirteenth century
calculations concerning Purgatory involved real quantities of time. But
already we see a system of purgatorial bookkeeping taking shape.

Concerning the fate of the soul between the time of death and the time of
the Last Judgment, Origen is quite vague. He assures his readers that the
righteous go to Paradise the moment they die, but this Paradise, he says, is
different from Heaven, in which the soul arrives only after the Last
Judgment and trial by fire, a trial that may last for a shorter or longer
period." This preliminary Paradise seems rather like the bosom of Abra-
ham, although as far as I am aware, Origen never mentions this by name.
Nor does Origen ever speak of the fate of the sinner in the period between
death and the Last Judgment. The reason is that, like many of his contem-
poraries—indeed, probably more than most—Origen believed that the
end of the world was near: “The consumption of the world by fire is
imminent. . . . The world and all its elements are going to be consumed in
the heat of fire by the end of this century” (Sixth Homily of the Commen-
tary on Genesis, PG 12.191). And further: “Christ came in the last days,
when the end of the world was already near” (De principiis 3.5~6). The
petiod between death and the Last Judgment is so brief that it is not worth
thinking about. Trial by fire “awaits us at the end of life” (In Lucam,
Homily 24).

Thus, if Origen glimpsed the future Purgatory, still his idea of Purgatory
was so overshadowed by his eschatology and by his idea of Hell as a
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temporary abode that ultimately it vanishes from view. Nevertheless, it
was Origen who clearly stated for the first time the idea that the soul can be
purified in the other world after death. For the first time a distinction was
drawn between mortal and lesser sins. We even see three categories
beginning to take shape: the righteous, who pass through the fire of
judgment and go directly to heaven; those guilty of the lesser sins only,
whose sojourn in the “fire of combustion” is brief; and “mortal sinners,”
who remain in the flames for an extended period. Origen actually develops
the metaphor introduced by Paul in 1 Corinthians 3:10—15. He divides the
substances mentioned by Paul into two categories. Gold, silver, and the
precious gems are associated with the righteous; wood, hay, and straw
indicate the “lesser”” sinners. And Origen adds a third category: iron, lead,
and bronze are associated with those guilty of worse sins.

We also find a rudimentary “arithmetic of purgation” in the work of
both Clement and Origen, who are at pains to emphasize what they see as
a close link between penitence and the fate of the soul in the hereafter. For
Clement of Alexandria, the corrigible sinners are those who repent at the
moment of death and reconcile themselves with God, but who do not have
the time to do penance. And Origen ultimately sees apokatastasis as a
process of gradual purification through penitence.

In this vision of the other world a number of ingredients of the true
Purgatory are lacking, however. No clear distinction is made between time
in Purgatory and the time of the Last Judgment. This confusion is so
troublesome that Origen is forced both to expand the end of the world and
to collapse it into a single moment, while at the same time making its
prospect imminent. Purgatory is not really distinguished from Hell, and
there is no clear awareness that Purgatory is a temporary and provisional
abode. The responsibility for postmortem purification is shared by the
dead, with their weight of sin, and God, the benevolent judge of salvation;
the living play no part. Finally, no place is designated as the place of
purgatory. By making the purifying fire not only “spiritual” but also
“invisible,” Origen prevented the imagination of the faithful from gaining
a purchase on it.

LATIN CHRISTIANITY: PROGRESS AND INDECISION CONCERNING
THE HEREAFTER

We must wait until the very end of the fourth century and the beginning of
the fifth for the next major event in the prehistory of Purgatory, an event
associated with the name of Augustine and hence with Latin Christianity.

Some writers have credited Cyprian with making an important doctrin-
al contribution to Purgatory as early as the mid-third century. In his Letter
to Antonian Cyprian distinguishes between two kinds of Christians: “It is
one thing to await forgiveness and another thing to arrive in glory; it is one
thing to be sent to prison [in carcere] to be let out only when the last
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farthing has been paid and another thing to receive immediately the
reward of faith and virtue; it is one thing to be relieved and purified of
one’s sins through a long suffering in fire and another thing to have all of
one’s faults wiped out by martyrdom; and it is one thing to be hanged by
the Lord on Judgment Day and another to be crowned by him at once.”*
This passage has been glossed as follows: “This purificatory suffering, this
fire beyond the grave, can only be Purgatory. Though Cyprian has not yet
achieved the clarity of expression that we find in later periods, he has
already advanced beyond Tertullian.”* This interpretation is typical of an
evolutionary view of Purgatory, according to which Christian doctrine
made slow but steady progress toward a belief which we are told was
present in Christian dogma, in embryo, from the beginning. In my view
nothing could be farther from the historical truth. Faced with bouts of
millenarianism, with belief in a thundering apocalypse that would save
some and annihilate others more or less arbitrarily, the Church, acting in
accordance with historical circumstances, with the structure of society,
and with a tradition that it gradually transformed into an orthodoxy,
began to assemble the elements of a doctrine which, in the twelfth century,
culminated in a systematic account of the other world, in which Purgatory
played a primary role. But this development was neither uniform nor
inevitable. It might easily have gone awry. Changes came more rapidly in
some periods than in others: the pace picked up at the beginning of the fifth
century, again between the end of the sixth and the beginning of the eighth
century, and finally in the twelfth century. But in between there were long
periods of stagnation which might have spelled an end for the doctrine
once and for all. Jay’s refutation of the notion that Cyprian put forth a
doctrine akin to that of Purgatory seems to me well founded. According to
Jay, what is being discussed in the letter to Antonian is the difference
between Christians who did not stand up to persecution (the lapsi and
apostates) and the martyrs. It is not a question of “purgatory” in the
hereafter but of penitence here below. The reference to imprisonment has
to do not with Purgatory, which in any case did not yet exist, but rather
with the penitential discipline of the Church.*

The writings of the Church Fathers and other ecclesiastical authors of
the fourth century form a coherent whole in spite of their diversity. This
was a time when the persecution of the Christians ended and Christianity
became the official religion of the Roman Empire. In this period Christian
thought concerning the fate of the soul after death was based mainly on the
vision of Daniel (Dan. 7:9) and on a passage from Paul (1 Cor. 3:10-15),
and less frequently on Tertullian’s idea of refrigerium and Origen’s con-
cept of a purifying fire. In particular, Origen’s ideas had an influence on the
Christian portion of the sibylline oracles, and this influence insured that
the oracles would not go unnoticed by posterity.
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Lactantius (d. after 317) believed that all who died, including the
righteous, would be tried by fire, but not until the Last Judgment: “When
God examines the righteous, he will also do so by means of fire. Those
whose sins prevail by weight or number will be enveloped by fire and
purified, while those made ready by unblemished justice or fullness of
virtue will not feel this flame, indeed, there is in them something that will
repel the flame and turn it back” (Institutiones 7.21, PL 6.800).

Hilary of Poitiers (d. 367), Ambrose (d. 397), Jerome (d. 419/420), and
the unidentified writer known as Ambrosiaster, who lived in the second
half of the fourth century, all had ideas on the fate of the soul after death
that make them heirs of Origen.

As Hilary of Poitiers saw it, the righteous await the Last Judgment in the
bosom of Abraham, while sinners are tormented by fire. At the Last
Judgment the righteous go directly to Heaven, the wicked and infidels
directly to Hell, and the rest, the bulk of Christian sinners, are submitted to
judgment: the unrepentant must pay heavy penalties in Hell. In his com-
mentary on the Forty-fourth psalm, Hilary speaks of “the purification that
burns us by the fire of judgment,”* but it is not clear whether this fire
purifies all sinners or only some of them.

Though more precise on certain matters, Ambrose is on the whole even
more ambiguous than Hilary. To begin with, he believed, as we saw
earlier, that the souls of the dead await judgment in different “dwelling
places,” as in the Fourth Book of Ezra. Furthermore, he held that at the
final resurrection the righteous would go directly to Paradise and the
wicked directly to Hell. Only sinners would be examined and judged. They
would be tried by fire (that is, subjected to the baptism of fire mentioned by
John the Baptist in Matthew 3:11): “Before the resurrected lies a fire,
which all of them must cross. This is the baptism of fire foretold by John
the Baptist, in the Holy Ghost and the fire, it is the burning sword of the
cherub who guards the gate of heaven, before which everyone must pass:
all shall be subjected to examination by fire; for all who want to return to’
heaven must be tried by fire.””*¢ Ambrose points out that even Jesus, the
apostles, and the saints first had to pass through the fire before entering
Heaven. How is this assertion to be reconciled with the contention that the
righteous go to Heaven without being judged? Ambrose wavered; his ideas
were not very clear. He seems to have held that there are three kinds of fire.
For the righteous, who are like pure silver, the fire is refreshing, like a
cooling dew (the same idea lies behind the pearl as a symbol of Christ—the
pearl is the union of heat and cold). For the wicked, the apostate, and the
sacrilegious, who are like lead, the fire is punishment and torture. And for
those sinners who are like a mixture of silver and lead, the fire is a purifying
instrument, whose painful consequences will last only as long as their sins
are heavy, as long as it takes to melt away the admixture of lead in their
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souls, Is this fire “spiritual” or “real” in nature? Though much influenced
by Origen, Ambrose wavered on this point too. Ultimately more a fol-
lower of Paul than of Origen, Ambrose believed that all sinners would be
saved by passing through fire because, despite their faults, they had the
faith: “And if the Lord saves his servants, we will be saved by the faith, but
we will be saved as by fire.”"” He also clearly stated that the prayers of the
living could help to relieve the suffering of the dead, that suffrages could be
of use in mitigating the penalties meted out in the other world. In particu-
lar, in regard to the Emperor Theodosius, with whom Ambrose’s relations
were mixed, he had this to say: “Grant, O Lord, that thy servant Theodo-
sius may rest in peace, in that rest thou hast made ready for thy saints. . . . I
loved him, and that is why I want to accompany him in the sojourn of life: I
shall never leave him as long as my prayers and lamentations are not heard
on high, on the holy mountain of the Lord, where those he has lost call out
to him,

When his brother Satyrus dies, Ambrose expresses the hope that the
tears and prayers of the unfortunate people he has helped during his life
will obtain God’s forgiveness and eternal salvation.?”

These two instances in which Ambrose discusses the fate of the dead in
the other world are interesting for another reason, one that will come up
again later in the history of Purgatory: the Church was able to use its
portrayal of great laymen—emperors and kings—in the afterworld as a
powerful political weapon. Later on we will see how this weapon was used
in the cases of Theodoric, Charles Martel, and Charlemagne. The possibil-
ities were not lost on Dante, What better means did the Church have to
make sovereign rulers obedient to its will—spiritual or temporal—than to
point to the punishments awaiting them in the hereafter if they disobeyed,
while also making it clear that the suffrages of the Church carried great
weight in determining whether or not a soul would ultimately be delivered
from perdition and saved? Given what we know about the relations
between Ambrose and Theodosius, we can hardly avoid mentioning the
political background to Ambrose’s remarks. In the case of his brother
Satyrus, another aspect of the relations between the living and the dead
comes into view. Ambrose is praying for his brother: families formed a
rescue service to relatives in the other world. The family becomes even
more important in the Middle Ages, when Purgatory is fully developed.
Ambrose speaks primarily of the suffrages of those whom Satyrus has
helped. Here we see evidence of a phenomenon of social history: the
Roman clientele relations, transposed into a Christian key. Other bonds—
aristocratic, monastic, lay-monastic, and fraternal—would later supplant
the (more or less compulsory) postmortem support offered to the patron
by his clients. Finally, as we shall see presently, Ambrose subscribed to the
notion that there are two resurrections,
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Saint Jerome, though an enemy of Origen, was, when it came to salva-
tion, more of an Origenist than Ambrose. He believed that all sinners, all
mortal beings, with the exception of Satan, atheists, and the ungodly,
would be saved: “Just as we believe that the torments of the Devil, of all
the deniers of God, of the ungodly who have said in their hearts, ‘there is
no God,” will be eternal, so too do we believe that the judgment of
Christian sinners, whose works will be tried and purged in fire will be
moderate and mixed with clemency.”* Furthermore, “He who with all his
spirit has placed his faith in Christ, even if he die in sin, shall by his faith
live forever.”

Ambrosiaster, if he adds little to what Ambrose has already said, is
important because he is the author of the first real exegesis of 1 Corin-
thians 3:10-15. As such he had considerable influence on the medieval
commentators on this passage, which played a key role in the inception of
Purgatory, and in particular on the early scholastics of the tweifth century.
Like Hilary and Ambrose, Ambrosiaster distinguishes three categories: the
saints and the righteous, who will go directly to heaven at the time of the
resurrection; the ungodly, apostates, infidels, and atheists, who will go
directly into the fiery torments of Hell; and the ordinary Christians, who,
though sinners, will first pay their debt and for a time be purified by fire but
then go to Paradise because they had the faith, Commenting on Paul,
Ambrosiaster writes: “He [Paul] said: ‘yet so as by fire,” because this
salvation exists not without pain; for he did not say, ‘he shall be saved by
fire,” but when he says, ‘yet so as by fire,” he wants to show that this
salvation is to come, but that he must suffer the pains of fire; so that,
purged by fire, he may be saved and not, like the infidels [perfidi], tor-
mented forever by eternal fire; if for a portion of his works he has some
value, it is because he believed in Christ.”2

Paulinus of Nola (d. 431) also speaks in a letter of the “knowing” or
“intelligent” (sapiens) fire through which we must pass as a trial, the idea
for which comes from Origen. Combining the notions of heat and cold,
fire and water, and refrigerium, he writes: “We passed through fire and
water and he led us to refreshment.””” In a poem he refers to the “judgmen-
tal fire” (ignis arbiter) that will play over the work of every man, “the
flame that will test but not burn,” that will eat away the wicked part,
consume the flesh, so that man, his body gone, might flee the flames and
hasten to his eternal reward, life everlasting.>

THE TRUE FATHER OF PURGATORY: AUGUSTINE

It was the role of Augustine, who left so deep an imprint on Christianity
and who, in the Middle Ages, was regarded as probably the greatest of all
the Christian “authorities,” to have been the first to introduce a number of
ingredients that later went to make up the doctrine of Purgatory.
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Joseph Ntedika, in his excellent essay on the Evolution of the Doctrine
of Purgatory in Saint Augustine (1966), has collected all Augustinian
writings with a bearing on the question. Ntedika has in large part been
able to show just what Augustine’s role in the prehistory of Purgatory was,
and he has put his finger on a key point, showing not only that Augustine’s
position evolved over the years, which was to be expected, but that it
underwent a marked change at a specific point in time, which Ntedika
places in the year 413. The cause of this change, Ntedika tells us, was the
battle against the misericordes (the “merciful”), the laxists in regard to
beliefs about the other world—a battle into which Augustine threw him-
self with great fervor in 413. Here, I shall be satisfied merely to present,
situate, and comment on the main Augustinian texts concerning “pre-
Purgatory.” I want to look at these texts from two angles: first in relation
to Augustine’s thought and action in general and, second, in a broader
perspectivejin relation to the inception of Purgatory.

To begin ‘with, I want to call attention to a paradox. Augustine’s
importance in shaping the doctrine of Purgatory has often been stressed,
and rightly so, not only by modern historians and theologians reconstruct-
ing the history of that doctrine but also by the medieval clerics responsible
for composing it in the first place. Yet it seems clear to me that the question
did not really excite Augustine and that, if he alludes to it frequently, the
reason is that it was of great interest to his contemporaries and touched on
(not to say overwhelmed) issues that Augustine considered fundamental:
faith and works; man’s place in God’s plan; relations between the living
and the dead; the concern for order, for a meaningful series of stages
ascending from the terrestrial social order to the supernatural order; the
distinction between the essential and the accessory; and the requirement
that man make an effort to achieve spiritual progress and eternal salva-
tion.

In my view, one reason for Augustine’s indecision is his comparative
lack of interest in the fate of the soul between death and the Last Judgment.
But there are also deeper reasons, which have to do with the period in
which he lived. Roman society was in the throes of a profound crisis. There
were enormous problems connected not only with the barbarian challenge
but also with the establishment of a new dominant ideology, which, in
regard to the afterlife, revolved around the belief in resurrection and the
choice to be made between damnation and eternal salvation. Thoroughly
imbued with millenarian thought and believing, more or less confusedly,
that the Last Judgment was imminent, late Roman society was little
inclined to refine its thinking about the interval between death and eter-
nity. The men and women of late antiquity, it seems to me, based their
hopes for the hereafter not so much on the ambiguous idea of salvation as
on the notion of compensation in the other world for injustices suffered in
this one—it has always been so, I think, and in any case Paul Veyne has
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shown that this was the case in his studies of public giving in antiquity.
Now, the demand for equity after death could be satisfied, in a sophisti-
cated way, by justice in the form of redemption after death. But this was a
luxury. By the twelfth century society had changed so much that this
luxury had become a necessity, and it was this change that paved the way
for the inception of Purgatory.

Furthermore, it also seems to me that Augustine had personal reasons
for expressing doubts about certain aspects of a problem which, at the
time, seemed marginal. These doubts will emerge from the texts I am
about to cite. -

Among the personal reasons for Augustine’s doubts was, first of all, his
discovery that the Bible was imprecise, not to say contradictory, on the
subject of the hereafter. Admirable exegete that he was, Augustine does
not hide the obscurities and difficulties he finds in the Bible. It has not been
sufficiently remarked that when, in the twelfth century, Abelard intro-
duced in Sic et Non what was then deemed a revolutionary method of
exegesis, he was in fact harking back to techniques used earlier by Augus-
tine. As a priest, a bishop, and a Christian intellectual, Augustine was
convinced that the Bible was the “foundation” of all religious teachings
(the term “foundation,” borrowed from 1 Corinthians 3:10—15 , pleased
him enormously). Wherever the Bible is unclear, nothing definite can be
asserted, though of course Augustine believed deeply that one might do
one’s utmost to make the meaning of the text as clear as possible. Yet
about questions touching on salvation it is even more difficult, Augustine
believed, to say anything definite, because it is necessary to respect the
secrecy, the mystery, in which certain aspects of these questions are
shrouded. Some decisions, Augustine argued, are better left to God, who
has spelled out, in the Bible and through the teachings of Jesus, the
principles that guide his actions; within this framework, some decisions
are reserved to God above, even aside from miracles.

Augustine’s importance in the history of Purgatory stems first from the
terminology he introduced, which remained current through much of the
Middle Ages. There are three key terms, the adjectives purgatorius, tem-
porarius or temporalis, and transitorius. “Purgatorius” figured in the
phrase “poenae purgatoriae”: 1 prefer to translate this as “purgatorial
punishments” rather than “purificatory punishments,” the latter being too
precise for Augustine’s way of thinking (the phrase occurs in City of God,
21.13 and 21.16). We also find tormenta purgatoria, purgatorial torments
(in City of God 21.16), and ignis purgatorius, purgatorial fire (in Enchirid-
fon 69). Temporarius is used, for example, in the expression poenae
temporariae, temporary punishments, which is contrasted with poenae
sempiternae, eternal punishments (City of God 21.13). Poenae temporales
is found in Erasmus’s edition of the City of God (21.26).%
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THE DEATH OF MONICA: PRAY FOR HER in her own country. These were not the last wishes she passed

Initially Augustine argued that suffrages for the dead are effective. He first on to us. All she wanted was that we should remember her at

did so in 2 moment of emotion, in the prayer* he wrote in 397-98 after the your altarz where she had been your servant day_ Aiteriday
death of his mother, Monica (Confessions 9.13:34-3 7): without fail. For she knew that at your altar we receive the holy

Now that my soul has recovered from that wound, in which
perhaps I was guilty of too much worldly affection, tears of
another sort stream from my eyes. They are tears which I offer
to you, my God, for your handmaid. They flow from a spirit
which trembles at the thought of the dangers which await every
soul that had died with Adam. For although she was alive in
Christ even before her soul was parted from the body, and her
faith and the good life she led resounded to the glory of your
name, yet I cannot presume to say that from the time when she
was reborn in baptism no word contrary to your command-
ments ever fell from her lips. Your Son, the Truth, has said:
Any man who says to his brother, You fool, must answer for it
in hell fire, and however praiseworthy a man’s life may be, it
will go hard with him if you lay aside your mercy when you
come to examine it. But you do not search out our faults
ruthlessly, and because of this we hope and believe that one day
we shall find a place with you. Yet if any man makes a list of his
deserts, what would it be but a list of your gifts? If only men
would know themselves for what they are! If only they who
boast would make their boast in the Lord!

And so, my Glory and my Life, God of my heart, I will lay
aside for a while all the good deeds which my mother did. For
them I thank you, but now I pray to you for her sins. Hear me
through your Son, who hung on the cross and now sits at your
right hand and pleads for s, for he is the true medicine of our
wounds. I know that my mother always acted with mercy and
that she forgave others with all her heart when they trespassed
against her. Forgive her too, O Lord, if ever she trespassed
against you in all the long years of her life after baptism.
Forgive her, I beseech you; do not call her to account. Let your
mercy give your judgement an honorable welcome, for your
words are true and you have promised mercy to the merciful. If
they are merciful, it is by your gift; and you will show pity on
those whom you pity; you will show mercy where you are
merciful.

I believe that you have already done what I ask of you, but
Lord, accept these vows of mine. For on the day when she was
s0 soon to be released from the flesh she had no care whether
her body was to be buried in a rich shroud or embalmed with
spices, nor did she wish to have a special monument or a grave

*Cited here after R. S. Pine-Coffin’s English translation.—Trans.
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Victim, who cancelled the decree made to our prejudice, and in
whom we hve triumphed over the enemy who reckons up our
sins, trying to find some charge to bring against us, yet can find
no fault in him whom we conquer. Who shall restore to him his
innocent blood? Who shall take us from him by repaying him
the price for which he bought us? By the strong ties of faith
your handmaid had bound her soul to this sacrament of our
redemption. Let no one tear her away from your protection.
Let not the devil who is lion and serpent in one, bar her way by
force or by guile. For she will not answer that she has no debt to
pay, for fear that her cunning accuser should prove her wrong
and win her for himself. Her reply will be that her debt has been
paid by Christ, to whom none can repay the price which he
paid for us, though the debt was not his to pay.

Let her rest in peace with her husband. He was her first
husband and she married no other after him. She served him,
yielding you a harvest, so that in the end she also won him for
you. O my Lord, my God, inspire your servants my brothers—
they are your sons and my masters, whom I serve with heart
and voice and pen—inspire those of them who read this book
to remember Monica, your servant, at your altar and with her
Patricius, her husband, who died before her, by whose bodies
you brought me into this life, though how it was I do not know.
With pious hearts let them remember those who were not only
my parents in this light that fails, but were also my brother and
sister, subject to you, our Father, in our Catholic mother the
Church, and will be my fellow citizens in the eternal Jerusalem
for which your people sigh throughout their pilgrimage, from
the time when they set out until the time when they return to
you. So it shall be that the last request that my mother made to
me shall be granted in the prayers of the many who read my
confessions more fully than in mine alone.

This admirable passage is not a treatise on doctrine, but it is possible to
draw from it important evidence concerning Augustine’s views on the
effectiveness of suffrages for the dead.

The decision whether Monica should or should not reside in Paradise, in
the eternal Jerusalem, is God’s alone to make. And yet Augustine is
convinced that his prayers can reach God and influence his decision. Still,
God’s judgment is not arbitrary. Augustine’s prayers are therefore neither
absurd nor brazen, because Monica, despite her sins—every human being
is a sinner—lived her life in such a way as to be worthy of God’s mercy,
thus allowing her son’s prayers to have some effect. Without saying so in
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so many words, Augustine suggests that God’s mercy and the suffrages of
the living can hasten the day when the soul enters Heaven, but that
suffrages alone cannot gain entry into Heaven for souls carrying an
excessive burden of sin. Though not stated explicitly, it also seems likely
that, since there is no Purgatory (and not a single sentence in any of
Augustine’s writings suggests a connection between suffrages and pur-
gatorial fire), deserving sinners receive assistance from the living im-
mediately after death, or in any case soon enough after death so that it is
unnecessary to say precisely how long, much less to specify a place for the
soul to wait prior to judgment.

The merits Augustine cites in Monica’s behalf are worthy of note:
baptism is taken for granted, and both faith and works are also mentioned.
Following the traditional teaching, Monica’s righteous acts include for-
giveness of debts (and doubtless, since she was a wealthy aristocrat, we
must assume that this is meant in a material as well as a moral sense),
monogamy, renunciation of remarriage after her husband’s death, and,
above all, eucharistic piety. All these are tokens of salvation associated
with Purgatory as well as with Heaven: merciful works, eucharistic devo-
tion, respect for matrimony among the laity—all these count heavily in
favor of the soul that wishes to avoid Hell, putting it in line to enter, if not
Heaven, then at least Purgatory—thanks to God’s mercy and to the
suffrages of the living. Here, “the living” refers first and foremost to the
person most closely related by blood to the dead woman, namely, her son,
Augustine. But beyond him are also two communities of Christians who
may be impelled to lift up their voices in prayer for the soul of the mother
of the bishop and writer: his congregation and his readers.

Some years later, in his commentary on the Thirty-seventh Psalm,
Augustine asks God to correct his behavior in this life so that he need not
endure the “correctional fire” (ignis emendatorius) in the next. This not
only reaffirms his belief, already apparent in the prayer for his mother, that
the soul earns its salvation in this world, but also demonstrates another
idea, which Augustine was to cherish as long as he lived: that the tribula-
tions of this life are a kind of “purgatory.”

Finally, in 42627, in the City of God 21.24, Augustine once again took
up the question of the efficacy of prayer for the dead. But this time his
purpose was to set clear limits to what prayer could accomplish. The
intercession of the living can do nothing for demons, for infidels, or for the
godless: it cannot help the damned. Thus suffrages are worthwhile only
for a certain category of sinners, a category which is not very clearly
defined but which is characterized in a very particular way: sinners whose
life in this world has been neither very good nor very bad. Augustine bases
his argument on Matthew 12:31-32: “Wherefore I say unto you, All
manner of sin and blasphemy shall be forgiven unto men: but the blas-
phemy against the Holy Ghost shall not be forgiven unto men. And
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whosoever speaketh a word against the Son of man, it shall be forgiven
him: but whosoever speaketh against the Holy Ghost, it shall not be
forgiven him, neither in this world, neither in the world to come.” Augus-
tine is also explicit about who may offer up efficacious prayer for those
souls capable of being saved: those affiliated in an institutional capacity
with the Church, either the Church itself or “a few pious men” (quidam

pii).

The reason then for not offering prayer at the time of judgment
for those human beings who are consigned for punishment to
the eternal fire is the same as the reason for not praying now for
the evil angels. And likewise there is the same reason for
praying at this time for human beings who are infidel and
irreligious, and yet refusing to pray for them when they are
departed. For the prayer of the Church itself, or even the prayer
of devout individuals, is heard and answered on behalf of some
of the departed, but only on behalf of those who have been
reborn in Christ and whose life in the body has not been so evil
that they are judged unworthy of such mercy, and yet not so
good that they are seen to have no need of it.”” Likewise, after
the resurrection of the dead there will still be some on whom
mercy will be bestowed, after punishment suffered by the souls
of the dead, so that they will not be consigned to the eternal
fire. For it could not truthfully be said of some people that they
will be forgiven neither in this age nor in the age to come, unless
there are were some who receive forgiveness in the age to come
though not in this age. Nevertheless, this is what has been said
by the Judge of the living and the dead: “Come, you that have
my Father’s blessing; take possession of the kingdom prepared
for you from the foundation of the world”’; and to the other, in
contrast: “Out of my sight, you accursed ones, into the eternal
fire, which is prepared for the Devil and his angels”; and “these
will go to eternal punishment, while the righteous will go to
eternal life.”?* In view of this, it is excessively presumptuous to
assert that there will be eternal punishment for none of those
who, so God has said, will go to punishment which will be
eternal, and by the persuasion of this presumptuous notion to
produce despair, or at least doubt, about the eternity of the
future life itself.

Until 413 Augustine was content to add a few personal notes to the
teachings of the third- and fourth-century fathers in regard to the fire of
judgment and the abode of souls after death, particularly the bosom of
Abraham. His views were based primarily on the exegesis of the story of
Lazarus and the rich man (Luke 16:19—31) and Paul’s First Epistle to the
Corinthians (3:10—15). In the Commentary on Genesis Against the Man-
ichaeans, written in 398, Augustine distinguishes between the fire of
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purgation and damnation: “and after this life there will be either the fire of
purgation or eternal pain.”? In the Questions on the Gospels, which dates
from 399, he contrasts souls that cannot be saved, like that of the wicked
rich man, with souls that paved the way for their own salvation by doing
works of mercy, thus making it possible for suffrages to work their effects.
But he asserts that he does not know whether the souls of the dead will be
received immediately after death into the “everlasting habitations” men-
tioned in Luke 16:9 or at the end of time, on the Day of Judgment.*

In his Commentaries on the Psalms, probably written between 400 and
414, Augustine emphasizes the difficulties inherent in the idea of a pur-
gatorial fire after death: the whole question, he says, is an obscure one
(obscura quaestio). Yet in his Commentary on Psalm 37 he makes a
statement that would be widely quoted in medieval discussions of Purga-
tory: “Although some will be saved by fire, this fire will be more terrible
than anything that a man can suffer in this life.””

AFTER 413: HARSH PENALTIES BETWEEN DEATH AND JUDGMENT FOR
LEss THAN PERFECT SOULS

Starting in the year 413, Augustine’s views on the fate of the soul after
death and, in particular, on the possibility of redemption after death began
to sharpen and narrow. Most specialists in Augustine’s thought, especially
Joseph Ntedika, think there is good reason to view this stiffening of
Augustine’s position as a reaction against the laxist ideas of the miseri-
cordes, whom Augustine regarded as dangerous adversaries. The change
has also been seen as due in part to the influence of millenarian ideas that
reached Augustine through Spanish Christians. For my part, I think it also
reflects the impact of the great event of the year 410: the sack of Rome by
Alaric and the Ostrogoths, which seemed not only to mark the end of the
Roman Empire and the invulnerability of Rome but also, in the minds of
some Christians, to presage the end of the world. Meanwhile, those
cultivated Roman aristocrats who remained pagan accused the Christians
of having undermined Rome’s strength and of being responsible for a
catastrophe which, if it was not the end of the world, at least marked the
end of order and civilization. It was in response to this situation, to these
ideas and accusations, that Augustine wrote the City of God.

What did the misericordes, about whom we know little more than what
Augustine held against them, have to say?2 Augustine describes them as
heirs of Origen, who believed that, when the process of paracatastasis was
complete, everyone would be saved, including Satan and the evil angels.
Augustine does acknowledge, however, that the misericordes were con-
cerned only with men and not with demons. Despite slight differences
among themselves, all the misericordes believed that all, or most, inveter-
ate sinners would be saved. Augustine distinguishes six different but
closely related opinions. First, that all men will be saved but only after
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spending a period of time in Hell. Second, that the prayers of the saints will
obtain salvation for everyone at the Last Judgment, without any passage
through Hell. Third, that all Christians who have received the Eucharist
will be saved, even schismatics and heretics. Fourth, that only Catholics
will be saved, and not schismatics or heretics. Fifth, that all who keep the
faith to the end will be saved, even if they have lived in sin. And sixth, that
all who have given alms will be saved, no matter what else they may have
done. Without going into detail, let it suffice to say that, however much
these ideas may owe to Origen, all of them are based essentially on
passages taken out of context from the bible and interpreted literally.

Against them Augustine argued that there are two fires, an everlasting
fire in which the damned, for whom intercession is futile, burn forever—
on which Augustine lays great stress—and a purgatorial fire, about which
he is more hesitant. Thus what interests Augustine is not what would one
day become Purgatory but rather Hell.

It is in order to establish Hell that he defines various categories of sinners
and sins. Joseph Ntedika has identified three kinds of men, three kinds of
sins, and three kinds of destiny. This does not do full justice, I think, to the
complexity of Augustine’s thought (this ternary division is really the work
of twelfth- and thirteenth-century clerics). There are four kinds of men:
the godless (infidels and perpetrators of criminal sins), who are consigned
directly to Hell, with no possibility of a reprieve or second chance. At the
other end of the scale are the martyrs, the saints, and the righteous, who,
even if they have committed “slight” sins, go immediately, or at least very
quickly, to Heaven. Between these two extremes are those who are neither
altogether good nor altogether wicked. Those who are not altogether
wicked are destined to go to Hell: the best that can be hoped for them is a
“more tolerable” Hell, which may possibly, as we shall see later on, be
obtained by suffrages. This leaves souls that are not altogether good.
These can (perhaps) be saved by passing through a purgatorial fire. All in
all, these souls are not very numerous. Though not entirely clear about
whether this category of soul and this kind of fire actually exist or not,
Augustine is more explicit about what they are like if they do exist. The
purgatorial fire is extremely painful but not eternal, unlike the fire of
Gehenna, and it acts not at the time of the Last Judgment but between the
time of death and the time of resurrection. Furthermore, a mitigation of
the pain may be obtained thanks to suffrages of certain of the living, those
duly authorized to intercede with God, provided that the soul is worthy of
salvation in spite of its sins. Worthiness is determined by one’s having lived
a generally good life and having made constant efforts to improve, by the
performance of good works, and by the practice of penitence. The connec-
tion between penitence and “purgatory,” which was to assume such great
importance in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, was clearly stated for
the first time by Augustine. Explicitly, it may be true that Augustine
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situates the time of purgation prior to the Last Judgment, in the period
between death and ultimate resurrection; but in the final analysis his
deeper instinct is to situate it even earlier than that, in this world rather
than the next. Underlying this instinct is the idea that earthly “tribulation”
is the primary form of “purgatory.” This accounts for Augustine’s hesita-
tion as to the true nature of purgatorial fire. If it burns after death there is
no reason why it cannot be “real”; but if it burns on this earth, its nature
must be essentially “moral.”

As far as sins are concerned, Augustine distinguishes three classes of
very serious sins, which he calls “crimes” (crimina)—facinora, flagitia,
scelara—rather than sins and which condemn those who commit them to
Hell. He also identifies various lesser sins, which he calls “slight,”
“minor,” “petty,” and, above all, “quotidian” (levia, minuta, minutis-
sima, minora, minima, modica, parva, brevia, quotidiana are all words he
uses in this connection): examples of this category are excessive attach-
ment to one’s family and excessive conjugal love (City of God 21.26).
Joseph Ntedika points out that Augustine never discusses, either broadly
or in detail, the so-called “intermediate” sins, namely, those that are
supposed to disappear in purgatorial fire, and suggests that the reason for
this is that Augustine was afraid that his ideas might be exploited by the
misericordes. That may be. But it should be borne in mind that Augustine
was more concerned with spiritual life in the broad sense, with the inner
life of mankind as a whole, than with drawing up an inventory of moral
acts that would serve to reify the life of the soul. The “crimes” of which he
speaks are more criminal habits than specific misdeeds. The only sins that
can be named are the “quotidian” ones, petty infractions committed in the
course of everyday life. To name them entails no grave consequences for
the quality of spiritual life, for they are the peccadilloes, the bagatelles, the
inconsequential wrongs that are easily gotten rid of, provided they do not
accumulate to the point where they begin to invade the spirit.

The conflict between Augustine and the misericordes and the change in
his thinking about the fate of the dead first appear in his treatise On Faith
and Works (De fide et operibus), which dates from 413, but they receive
their fullest expression in the Enchiridion (421) and in Book 21 of the City
of God (426-27). In the meantime, at the behest of his friends, he began to
flesh out his thoughts. In the Letter to Dardanus (417) he sketches a
geography of the otherworld which makes no place for Purgatory. Com-
menting on the story of Lazarus and the rich man, he says that there is a
region of torment and a region of repose, but unlike some other writers he
does not place both of these in the underworld, because the Bible says that
Jesus went down to Hell but not that he visited the bosom of Abraham.
The latter is none other than Paradise, a general term which does not,
Augustine tells us, refer to the Earthly Paradise in which God placed Adam
before the fall.*
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In 419 a certain Vincentius Victor from Caesarea in Mauritania ques-
tions Augustine about the need to be baptized in order to -b.e saved.
Augustine answers him in the treatise On the Nature and Origin gf the
Soul, where he considers the example of Dinocratus in thf: Pasn'on of
Perpetua and Felicitas. The bishop of Hippo says that unbaptized Fhlldren
cannot enter Heaven or even, as the Pelagians thought, go to an interme-
diate place of rest and happiness (thus Augustine here denies the existence
of what in the thirteenth century would be called the “children’s limbo™).
I'o go to Heaven one must be baptized: Dinocratus was baptized, but he
must have committed some sin later on, perhaps the sin of apostasy under
the influence of his father. Still, he is saved in the end thanks to the

intercession of his sister.
At this point I want to cite at length important passages of the
Enchiridion** and the City of God. First the Enchiridion:*

So then if a wicked man is to be saved through fire for the sake
of faith alone, and if that is the meaning of the blessed apostle
Paul’s statement, yet he himself shall be saved, yet so as
through fire, in that case faith without works will have power
to save, and the statement of his fellow-apostle James will be
untrue. That also will be untrue which Paul himself has said: Be
not misled: neither fornicators nor idolators nor adulterers nor
effeminate nor abusers of themselves with men, nor thieves nor
covetous nor revilers nor drunkards nor extortioners, sha}ll
obtain possession of the kingdom of God. If, however, while
persisting in these crimes, they are for all tha.t to be §aved
because of the faith of Christ, how can they fail to be in the
kingdom of God? Seeing, however, that such clear and evident
apostolic testimonies as these cannot be untrue, that other
obscure statement made with reference to those who bplld,
upon the foundation which is Christ, neither gold nor s'11ver
nor precious stones, but wood, hay and stubble (for it is of
these that the statement is made that they will be saved through
fire, because the goodness of the foundation will preclude their
perishing) must be interpreted in such a manner as not to be
found in contradiction with these statements that are not
obscure. Wood and hay and stubble may without incongruity
be taken as the sort of desires for the things of this world, things
perfectly legitimate in themselves, which yet cannot be relin-
quished without regret. When, however, su.c.h regretis as a fire,
yet in the man’s heart Christ has his position as foundation
(that is, so that nothing is given preference over him), a.nd the
man who is on fire with that regret would rather be deprived of
the things he so loves than be deprived of Christ, he would be

*Cited here after Ernest Evans’s English translation (London, 1953), pp. 59—60.
Trans.
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saved through fire. But if in time of temptation his preference
has been to retain this kind of temporal and worldly thing
rather than Christ, he has not had Christ at his foundation: for
he has had these things in the prior place, though in a building
there is nothing prior to the foundation. For the fire to which
the apostle referred in that passage must be interpreted as of
such a nature that both persons pass through it, the one who
builds upon this foundation gold, silver, and precious stones,
as well as he who builds wood, hay, and stubble. For the
apostle continued: The fire shall try every man’s work, of what
kind it is: if any man’s work shall abide, which he hath built
thereupon, he shall receive a reward: but if any man’s work
shall be burned up, he shall suffer loss; but he himself shall be
saved, yet so as through fire. It is not then the work of one of
them, but of each one, that the fire shall try.

This excerpt from chapters 67 and 68 of the Enchiridion tells us abouta
number of aspects of Augustine’s thought. To begin with we learn some-
thing about his method of exegesis. He takes an admittedly obscure
passage from Paul (1 Cor. 3:13-15) and sets it against other passages in
which Paul speaks more clearly. The principle is this: difficult passages are
to be interpreted in the light of passages whose meaning is certain. Further-
more, he carefully distinguishes between men who have committed crimes
(homo sceleratus, crimina) and men who have committed only minor sins,
typified for Augustine by an excessive attachment to otherwise legitimate
earthly goods. On Judgment Day both the criminals and the others will be
tried by fire, but the criminals will be consumed and perish while the others
will be saved. Augustine continues as follows:

It is not beyond belief that something of the sort takes place
even after this life, and there is room for inquiry whether it is
$0, and the answer may be found (or not found) to be that a
certain number of the faithful are the more belatedly or the
more speedily saved, through a sort of fire, the more they have
or the less they have set their affections on the good things that
perish: not, however, those of whom the pronouncement was
made that they shall not obtain possession of the kingdom of
God, unless, on their doing appropriate penance, those crimes
are forgiven them. By “appropriate” I mean that they be not
unfruitful in almsgiving: for to it divine Scripture has assigned
so high a value that our Lord declares that it is simply and
solely with the fruit of it that he will credit those on his right
hand, and simply and solely with unfruitfulness in it that he
will discredit those on his left, when he says to the former,
Come, ye blessed of my Father, receive the kingdom; and to the
latter, Depart, ye cursed, into eternal fire. Of course we must
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take care that no one should think that those outrageous
crimes, the commission of which excludes from possession of
the kingdom of God, may be perpetrated every day, and every
day bought off by almsgiving. Rather should there take place
an amendment of life: and by means of almsgiving God should
be brought to pardon sins past, and not in some sort of way
bribed to allow them to be continually committed with impu-
nity. For to no man hath he given licence to sin, albeit by
showing mercy he blots out sins already committed, provided
appropriate satisfaction be not neglected.

In the preceding passage Augustine emphasized that in order to be saved
by fire one had to have lived a life in which faith and works were
combined. Here (Enchiridion 69-70) he is even more explicit. It is not
enough merely to have given alms; one’s life must have “changed for the
better” (in melius quippe est vita mutanda). In particular, one must have
done an appropriate penance, one must have given satisfaction by per-
forming a canonical penance. If this requirement was met, then remission
could be obtained “after this life” (post hanc vitam) by means of ““a certain
purgatory fire” (per ignem quemdam purgatorium) to which Augustine
does not pay close heed but which is in any case different from the eternal
fire of Hell. In the City of God 21.26 Augustine again turns to the
distinction between two kinds of fire, one which torments forever and one
which purges and saves. Penitence, he says, can be so effective as to redeem
even crimes (crimina), provided they are not infamous (infanda). Purgato-
rial fire is intended for those believers who have either not done the
canonical penance or not had time to complete it. On the other hand, those
who were subject to such penance but did not submit to it are not eligible
to be purified by fire.

In chapters 109 and 110 of the Enchiridion Augustine refers to the
“dwellings” into which the souls of the dead are welcomed between the
time of death and the ultimate resurrection. There are both places of
repose (the bosom of Abraham, not mentioned by name) and places of
torment (Gehenna, also not mentioned), as in the Fourth Book of Ezra,
which Ambrose cites explicitly. The souls of the dead may be aided by the
suffrages of the living: eucharistic sacrifices and alms. This is where
Augustine gives his fullest account of his concept of four types of men. The
good have no need of suffrages, though these may be of use to the wicked.
What about those who are neither entirely good nor entirely wicked? They
have need of suffrages. Those who are almost entirely good will benefit
from them. As for those who are almost entirely bad, the best they may
hope for, it seems, is a “more tolerable damnation” (tolerabilio damnatio).
Augustine does not explain what he means by this. We may assume that
what he had in mind was either a Sabbath rest for those in Hell or less cruel

73




THE HEREAFTER BEFORE PURGATORY THE FATHERS OF PURGATORY

torments. Here the idea of m_itigating the suffering. of the souls in Hell In chapter 13 Augustine attacks those who believe that all punishment
seems to encompass something other than what is usually meant by in this world and the next is merely purgatorial, that is, for the purpose of
Purgatory. purification and therefore temporary. Once again he invokes the distinc-

But during the time which intervenes between a man’s death
and resurrection at the last, men’s souls are reserved in secret
storehouses, at rest or in tribulation according to each soul’s
deserts, according to its lot in the flesh during life. Nor is there
room for denial that the souls of the deceased obtain relief
through the dutiful service of the friends who are alive, when
the Mediator’s sacrifice is offered for them or almsgiving is
done in the Church. Such acts, however, are of advantage to
those who during their life have deserved that such acts should
be of advantage to them. For there is a certain manner of living,
neither good enough to dispense with the need for these after
death, nor bad enough to preclude their being of advantage to
it after death; and there is a certain manner of living which is so
established in goodness as to dispense with the need for them,
as again there is one so established in evil as to be incapable of
benefiting even from these when it has passed on from this life.
Therefore it is here and now that a man acquires any merit or
demerit through which after this life he becomes capable of
relief or depression. So let no man expect that after his death he
can make up in the sight of God for his omissions while here.
Thus these services which the Church repeatedly performs for
the commendation of the departed are in no sense opposed to
that apostolic statement which says: For we shall all stand
before the judgment-seat of Christ, that each one may receive
in accordance with the things he has done in the body, whether
it be good or bad: because each of them, while living in the
body, has acquired for himself even this merit, the possibility of
their being of advantage to him. For they are not of advantage
to everybody. And why are they not of advantage to every-
body, unless because of the difference between the life which
each one has lived in the body? At such times then as the
sacrifices either of the altar or of any manner of alms are
offered for all the baptized departed, on behalf of the very good
they are thanksgivings, on behalf of the very bad they are
propitiations, though they are no sort of consolation to the
living. And in cases where they are of advantage, the advantage
is either that they obtain complete remission, or at least that
damnation itself becomes less intolerable.

tion between eternal punishments and purgatorial, or temporary punish-
ments, but this time he is more clear in conceding that purgatorial punish-
ments do exist, and he goes into greater detail about their nature:

Now the Platonists, while refusing to believe that any sins go
unpunished, hold that all punishments are directed towards
purification, whether they are punishments inflicted by human
laws or those imposed by divine decree, and whether the latter
are suffered in this life, or after death, when someone is spared
in this life, or when his affliction does not result in his correc-
tion. This belief is expressed in the passage in Vergil, where he
first speaks of earthly bodies and their mortal parts, and says of
men’s souls that “Hence come desire and fear, gladness and
sorrow, they look not up to heaven, but lie confined in dark-
ness and the sightless dungeon’s gloom,” and then goes on
immediately: “Yet at their last light, when the life departs (that
is when this mortal life leaves them at their last day) even then
they are not freed from woe and pain; the body’s plagues do
not vanish utterly. For many evils, hardening deep within must
needs grow rooted there in wondrous wise. Therefore they
suffer chastisement of pain, paying the price of ancient sin. And
some are hung suspended in the idle winds; others are washed
from guilt beneath the surge of the vast deep; in others the
infection is burned away by fire.” Those who hold this view
will have it that the only punishments after death are those
intended to purify, so that souls may be cleansed from any
infection contracted by contact with the earth by purifying
pains inflicted by one of the elements superior to the earth,
which are air, fire, and water. The air is meant by the phrase
“suspended in the winds,” the water, by “the vast deep,” while
the fire is expressly named in “is burned away by fire.” On our
part we acknowledge that even in this mortal life there are
indeed some purificatory punishments; but penalties inflicted
on those whose life is not improved thereby or is even made
worse, are not purificatory. Punishments are a means of
purification only to those who are disciplined and corrected by
them. All 6ther punishments, whether temporal or eternal, are
imposed on every person in accordance with the treatment he is

to receive from God’s providence; they are imposed either in
retribution for sins, whether past sins or sins in which the
person so chastised is still living, or else they serve to exercise

Book 21 of the City of God is devoted to the question of punishment in
Hell. Augustine’s principal purpose is to argue that infernal punishments

are evex:lasting. In addition to chapter 24, cited earlier to show for which and to display the virtues of the good; and they are adminis-

categories pf souls Augustine believed suffrages to be useful, I shall here be tered through the agency of men, or of angels, whether good or

interested in chapter 13 and most of chapter 26. evil angels. It must be observed that when any man suffers any
74 75




THE HEREAFTER BEFORE PURGATORY

harm through the wickedness or the mistake of another, then
that other human being commits a sin in doing some harm to
another man either through ignorance or through ill-will; God
commits no sin in allowing this wrong to happen by his deci-
sion, which is just, albeit inscrutable, As for temporal pains,
some people suffer them in this life only, others after death,
others both in this life and in the other; yet all this precedes that
last and strictest judgment. However, not all men who endure
temporal pains after death come into those eternal punish-
ments, which are to come after that judgment. Some, in fact,
will receive forgiveness in the world to come for what is not
forgiven in this, as I have said above, so that they may not be
punished with the eternal chastisement of the world to come.

These remarks are aimed not at Christian but rather at pagan authors,
to whom Augustine refers as “Platonists” and among them he includes
Vergil, thus recognizing the verses of the first book of the Aeneid that I
have cited as a prefiguration of the Christian idea of the hereafter. He
insists on the existence of “purgatorial punishments,” also called “expia-
tory” punishments. He concedes that these can be endured either on this
earth or after death. They are temporary punishments because they will
cease on Judgment Day, at which time those who had been punished will
enter Heaven. This last assertion is quite important: it will later become a
major ingredient in the medieval system of Purgatory. Augustine con-
cludes by reiterating that only those who have corrected themselves while
on earth will be allowed to benefit from purgatorial punishments after
death.

In the City of God 21.26 Augustine gives an exegesis of 1 Corinthians
3:13-15 more detailed and subtle than the one he gave earlier:

Now listen to the Apostle describing a man who builds gold,
silver, precious stones, on this foundation. “The unmarried
man,” he says, “gives his thoughts to the Lord’s affairs; his aim
is to please the Lord”; and then describing the builder in wood,
hay, and straw, “The married man, in contrast, concentrates
on worldly matters; his concern is how to please his wife,” and
so “The work of each builder will be revealed; for the day (the
day of tribulation, of course) will show it up, since it will be
revealed in fire.” (“Fire” is his name for this tribulation, as in
another place, where we read, “The furnace tests the vessels of
the potter, and the trial of tribulation tests righteous men.”

“And the fire will test the quality of each man’s work. If a
man’s work on the foundation stands” (and it is a man’s
thoughts on the Lord’s affairs, his aim to please God, that give
this permanence) “he will get his wages” (that is, he will receive
his reward from the object of his concern); “if anyone’s work is
burnt down, he will suffer loss” (since he will no longer have
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what he was so fond of), “but the man himself will be saved”
(because tribulation could never remove him from the firm
base of that foundation) “but it will be as aman is saved from a
fire” (for he must feel burning pain at the loss of what en-
tranced him when he possessed it). There, then, you have this
“fire,” as it seems to me, which enriches the one and impover-
ishes the other; it tests both, while it condemns neither.

Thus Augustine distinguishes between two kinds of souls saved “by
fire,” a trial which must be endured both by those whose work survives
and by those whose work is consumed. The former are rewarded by going
directly to Paradise; the latter at first suffer loss, that is, expiation, but in
the end they too are saved.

Finally, at the end of chapter 26, Augustine returns to the exegesis of the
same passage from Paul, adding two further details. In the first place he
states clearly that purgatorial fire will work its effects in “the interval of
time” (hoc temporis intervallo) between bodily death and resurrection.
Second, he specifies those human attitudes that lead to damnation and
contrasts them with those that put the beneficial effects of purgatorial fire
within reach. The criterion involved is the nature of the “foundation” on
which each man builds his life. Christ is the only foundation that can bring
salvation. He who chooses for his foundation the pleasures of the flesh
rather than Christ goes straight to perdition. But he who merely indulges
to excess the pleasures of the flesh, yet without putting those pleasures in
Christ’s place as the foundation of life itself, will be saved “by this kind of
fire.”

As for the interval between the death of this present body and
the coming of that Day, the day of condemnation and reward
which is to be after the general resurrection of the body, it may
be alleged that during this interval the spirits of the departed
suffer this sort of fire, though it is not felt by those whose ways
of living and loving have not been such, in their life in the body,
as to have produced “wood, hay, and straw” to be burnt down
by the fire. Others, on this theory, feel that fire, because they
carry about with them “buildings” of this sort; and such
people experience the “fire” of transitory tribulation which
reduces these “buildings” to ashes. For these structures belong
to this world, although they receive pardon, and do not entail
damnation; and the fire may be experienced perhaps only after
this life, or both in this life and hereafter, or in this life only and
not hereafter.

Now I am not concerned to refute this suggestion, because it
may well be true. It is indeed possible that the actual death of
the body may form part of this tribulation. This death came
into being through the perpetration of the first sin; and it may
be that the period which follows death brings to each one an
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experience suited to the “building’ he has erected. The same is
true of the persecutions in which the martyrs won their crowns,
and which brought suffering to all Christian people; these
attacks “test” both kinds of “structure,” like a fire. Some
“buildings” are destroyed, along with the builders, if Christ is
not discovered to be their foundation; others are destroyed,
but without the builders, if Christ is so discovered, for “the
builders themselves will be saved” although “with loss.” But
other “buildings” are not destroyed, because they prove to be
of such quality as to last forever. There will also be tribulation
at the end of this world’s history, in the time of Antichrist; and
it will be such a tribulation as has never been before. How
many buildings will there be then to be tested by that fire! Some
will be of gold, some of straw, built upon the best of founda-
tions, which is Christ Jesus, and so the fire will test both kinds
of building, and to the one sort of people it will bring joy, to the
others it will bring loss; but it will destroy neither sort in whom
it finds those buildings, because of this stable foundation. But
anyone who puts any loved objects before Christ does not have
Christ for his foundation. I am not speaking only of man’s
wife, when he treats her as a means of sensual pleasure in
carnal copulation; I am referring also to those relationships of
natural affection where there is no question of such sensual
indulgence. If a man loves any member of his family, with a
human being’s instinctive affection, in such a way as to put
Christ second, then Christ is not his foundation, and for that
reason such a man will not be “saved by fire,” because it will be
impossible for him to be with the Savior. Indeed Christ made a
most explicit statement on this point when he said, “Anyone
who loves his father or his mother more than me is not worthy
of me; and anyone who loves a son or a daughter more than me
is not worthy of me.” On the other hand, anyone who loves
those close relations in this instinctive way, without putting
them in front of the Lord Christ, anyone who would prefer to
be deprived of them rather than to lose Christ, if he were
brought to the test of this dilemma, such a man will be “saved
through fire,” because the loss of those loved ones will cause
him burning pain in proportion to the closeness of his attach-
ment to them. But we may add that anyone who loves father or
mother, sons or daughters according to the standards of
Christ, so that he is concerned that they may inherit Christ’s
kingdom and be united to Christ, or anyone who loves them
for the fact that they are members of Christ; it is impossible
that such affection should prove to be something that has to be
destroyed along with the “wood, hay, and straw.” This will,
beyond dispute, be reckoned as part of the structure of “gold,
silver, and precious stone.” For if a man loves others entirely
for Christ’s sake, how can he love them more than Christ?
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AUGUSTINE AND GHOSTS

We cannot, I think, end our discussion of Augustine’s ideas about the
afterlife, which played so important a role in the inception of Purgatory,
until, we have discussed two related questions. The first of these comes up
i the brief tract On the Care to Be Given to the Dead, which was
dedicated to Paulinus of Nola sometime between 421 and 423. Here,
Augustine returns to one of his favorite themes, one that figured e:arlier in
his prayer for his mother Monica in book 9 of the Confessions: his strong
distaste for the sumptuous funerary customs to which some Christians,
following the habits of wealthy pagans, were inclined. The dcad,'A.ugus-
tine argued, require only a minimum of care, and though he is willing to
allow a certain decorum in funerals and cemeteries, it is simply out of
respect for human life. The families of the dead derive some consolation
from this, and there is no reason to deny them this much. But in the second
part of De cura pro mortuis gerenda, Augustine turns to tl}e question qf
ghosts. Ghosts, he says, are real, adducing examples from his own experi-
e¢nce by way of proof:*

Certain visions are reported which seem to bring into this
discussion a question that should not be neglected. In fact some
dead persons are reported to have appeared either in a dream
or in some such fashion to the living, who were ignorant as to
where their bodies were lying unburied. After pointing out
these places to them, they admonished them to provide for
them the burial which had been lacking. Now if we state that
these things are false, we shall seem indifferently to go against
the writings of certain of the faithful and against the senses of
those who affirm that such things have happened to them. One
must reply that it is not to be assumed that the dead have
knowledge of these things merely because they seem to say
them or to point them out or to seek them in dreams. The living
often appear to the living while they are asleep, although they
are entirely unaware of making any such appearance, and hear
from them, as they speak, the things which they have dream.ed,
namely, that they saw them in their dreams doing or saying
something. It is possible for someone to see me in his dreams
indicating to him something that has happened, or predicting
to him something that is to happen, when I am entirely igno-
rant of this and do not care what he may dream, or whether he
is awake while I am sleeping, or he is asleep while I am awake,
or whether we both are awake or asleep at one and the same
time when he experiences the dream in which he sees me. Why
then, is it so strange if the dead, without their knowledge and

*Cited here after the English translation in Augustine, Treatises on Marriage
and Other Subjects, Roy ]. Deferrari, ed., pp. 349-84. Trans.
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not perceiving these things, are seen by the living in sleep and
say something which, upon awaking, they realize to be true?

I might believe that this is done by the workings of angels. It
may be permitted from above, or it may be ordered, that they
may seem in their sleep to say something about the burying of
their own bodies, when truly they whose the bodies are know
nothing of this. Even this sometimes happens advantageously
for some kind of solace for the living who are related to those
dead whose images appear to them while dreaming, or that by
these friendly admonitions to mankind the humanity of burial
is commended. For, although burial may not help the dead, if
one neglects it he may be considered irreligious. However, at
times when false visions have been seen, men are led into great
errors, which they ought to resist. Suppose someone should see
in his dream what Aeneas by a false report of the poet is said to
have seen among the dead, and then the image of someone not
buried should appear to him and should say such things as
Palinurus is said to have spoken to Aeneas. Then, on awaking,
he should find the body in the very place where he heard that it
was lying when he was dreaming. If then, on being admonished
and requested to bury the body he had found and because he
finds this to be true, he should believe that the dead are buried
so that their souls may pass over to those places from which he
dreamed that the souls of the unburied are prohibited by a
wicked law, would he not by holding such a belief depart far
from the path of Truth?

However, human weakness seems to be such that when
anyone sees in his sleep one who is dead he thinks he sees the
soul of the dead person. But, when he has dreamed of a living
person, he feels confident that it is the likeness of the person
and not his soul or body which has appeared to him. This
amounts to the belief that the souls but not the likeness of the
dead in the same manner without their knowledge may appear
to those sleeping. Indeed, when we were at Milan, we heard of
the following incident: Payment of a debt was demanded of a
certain son, whose father, without the knowledge of the son,
had made full settlement before his death, but had not received
back the original note which was now produced. The son
became very sad and was wondering why his father as he was
dying had not told him what he owed, since he had made a will.
Then the same father appeared to his son, who was now quite
anxious. While the son was sleeping his father told him where
he might find the receipt which would acknowledge full pay-
ment of his original note. And when the son found this and
presented it, not only did he throw off the slander of the false
claim but also recovered his father’s signature, which the father
had not recovered when he repaid the loan. Here, indeed, the
mind of a man is thought to have exercised a care for his son
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and to have come to him sleeping, that he might inform his
ignorance and so set him free from a great annoyance.

But, at almost the very same time at which we heard the
above report, another story came to us at Milan from Eulogius,
a rhetorician at Carthage. He was a disciple of mine in this art,
and he himself told me the same story after we had returned to
Africa. The story is as follows. When Eulogius was teaching the
rhetorical works of Cicero to his pupils, as he was reviewing
the lecture which he had intended to deliver the following day,
he came upon an obscure passage, and, not being able to
determine the exact meaning, could scarcely sleep. On that
very night I expounded to him in his dream the passage which
he did not understand. Indeed, not I, but my image, and
without my knowledge, and so far across the sea, either doin_g
or dreaming something else, and caring not at all for his
worries! In what way such things happen I do not know; but in
whatsoever way they do happen, why do we not believe that
they happen in the same way, namely, as one in his sleep sees a
dead person, so he sees a living person? In both instances it
happens to those who neither know nor care who dreams of
their images, or where, or when.

After discussing visions that may occur in periods of delirium or leth-
argy, Augustine concludes by advising his readers not to look too closely at
these mysteries:

He might even reply using holy Scripture, and say: “Seek.not
the things that are too high for thee, and search not into things
above thy ability; but the things that God hath commanded
thee, think on them always” (Ecclesiastes 3:22). This I would
gratefully accept, for it is a great gain if it should become clear
that we should not even try to understand some obscure and
uncertain facts which we were not able to understand, and if
we should learn that it is of no disadvantage if we do not
understand the things we wish to know, thinking that such
knowledge is a gain when it is not.

The general conclusion of this tract is that suffrages for the dead are
useful, though it is stipulated that only those worthy of salvation can
benefit from them. But given the uncertainty surrounding the fate that God
intends for any particular soul, it is better to err on the side of too much
rather than too little. Augustine favors a trilogy of aids for the dead that we
shall encounter again in connection with Purgatory: masses, prayers, and
alms:

Since this is so, we should not think that any aid comes to the
dead for whom we are providing care, except what we sol-
emnly pray for in their behalf at the altars, either by sacrifices

81



THE HEREAFTER BEFORE PURGATORY

of prayers or of alms. Even this does not benefit all for whom it
is done, but only those who while they lived made preparation
that they might be aided. But, even though we do not know
who these are, we ought none the less to do such works for all
Christians, so that no one of them may be neglected for whom
these aids can and ought to come. It is better that there be a
superabundance of aids for those to whom these works are
neither a hindrance nor a help, than that there be a lack for
those who are thus aided. Yet, each one does this more dili-
gently for his own friends and relatives, in order that a like

service may be performed in his behalf by his friends and
relatives.

I have cited these remarkable texts at some length because of the impor-
tance of Purgatory in relation to the question of ghosts: Purgatory would
become the prison in which ghosts were normally incarcerated, though
they might be allowed to escape now and then to briefly haunt those of the
living whose zeal in their behalf was insufficient. It is of some importance
that here too Augustine could figure as an authority. Always ready to
denounce popular superstitions, that Christian intellectual shared the
views of the common folk in regard to ghosts. It is clear, moreover, that he
found himself at a loss when it came to interpreting dreams and visions.
Christianity destroyed the learned oneiromancy of the ancient world and
repressed or rejected popular methods of divination. With the path of
dreams blocked, the way was open for nightmares. Medieval man would
not reconquer the dream world for a long time to come.*

PURGATORIAL FIRE AND AUGUSTINIAN ESCHATOLOGY

Care should be taken, too, not to separate Augustine’s concept of purgato-
rial fire from his general eschatological doctrine, and in particular his
attitude toward millenarianism, even if he himself did not make the
connection explicit.

Inherited from Judaism, millenarianism was the belief of certain Chris-
tians that the end of time would begin with Christ’s coming on earth,
where he would reign in peace and happiness for a thousand years, or a
millennium—metaphorically speaking, a very long time. Christian mil-
lenarians, especially numerous among the Greeks (which explains why the
doctrine was first referred to as chiliasm, from the Greek word “chilia”
meaning one thousand), based their belief primarily on a passage from the
Book of Revelation (20:4—6), which some Christians opposed to millenar-

ianism tried in vain to have expunged from the canonical compilation of
Holy Scripture:

And [ saw thrones, and they sat upon them, and judgment was
given unto them: and I saw the souls of them that were be-
headed for the witness of Jesus, and for the word of God, and
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which had not worshipped the beast, neither his image, neither
had received his mark upon their foreheads, or in their hands;
and they lived and reigned with Christ a thousand years. But
the rest of the dead lived not again until the thousand years
were finished. This is the first resurrection. Blessed and holy is
he that hath part in the first resurrection: on such the second
death hath no power, but they shall be priests of God and of
Christ, and shall reign with him a thousand years.

The millenarian wave seems to have crested among the Christians in the
second century and to have subsided thereafter. But millenarian beliefs did
not die out altogether and flared up periodically during the Middle Ages.
Doubtless the most important of these flare-ups occurred in the thirteenth
century under the influence of the millenarian ideas of the abbot Joachim
of Floris (in Calabria), who died in 1202.

Augustine devoted book 20 of the City of God to eschatology, to the end
of time. While acknowledging that he himelf was a millenarian in his
youth, he is harshly critical of millenarian thinking. The millennium,
Augustine contends, began with the coming of Christ and continues with
cach baptism, the act of baptism representing the first resurrection, the
resurrection of the soul. Belief in a future millennium is an error, at bottom
the same error as that of the Jews, who still await the coming of the
Messiah when in fact he has already come. Augustine interprets the
millennium allegorically, moreover. The number one thousand is perfect,
ten cubed, signifying the fullness of time. Augustine minimizes the signifi-
cance of another event predicted by the Book of Revelation, the coming of
the Antichrist, a demonic being who it is said will rule the earth just before
the beginning of the millennium, when Satan, himself chained for a
thousand years, will be released. According to Augustine, the reign of the
Antichrist would be very brief, and during this time neither Christ nor the
Church—which will not vanish—would abandon mankind. The denial of
a resurrection of the righteous prior to the Last Judgment is connected
with the claim that the souls of the dead will pass through a purgatorial fire
in the time between death and resurrection, during which interval no other
eschatological event is supposed to occur. Ambrose, by contrast, following
Origen (who severely condemned chiliasm while putting forward his own
theory of apokatastasis, according to which souls pass through several
stages of purification), asserted that there was more than one resurrection
to come and suggested that purgatorial fire would do its work mainly
between the first and the second of these (Commentary on Psalm 1, n.
54).7

From Augustine onward what we find is that millenarianism was incom-
patible with a belief in Purgatory. It might be supposed that the Church
put together the doctrine of Purgatory in response to the inroads made by
millenarian thinkers. But it may be, too, that a residue of millenarian
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thinking in Augustine contributed to the lack of precision in his notions of
purgatorial fire. As we saw earlier in the passage cited from the City of
God 21.26, Augustine thought that the time of the Antichrist would
witness an increase in the use of purgatorial fire. His belief that the
millennium had already begun and that earthly tribulation constituted the
first stage of purgation prevented him from conceiving of a special place in
which the purgatorial fire might be located. Joseph Ntedika has, I think,
given a very good account of what Augustine contributed to the future
doctrine of Purgatory: “Posterity singled out for further development
primarily two suggestions contained in Augustine’s thought: the idea that
that the purifying effects of fire work only on lesser sins, and the situation
of the fire in the interval between death and resurrection” (p. 68).

These are indeed Augustine’s two main contributions. To begin with he
gave a very strict definition of purgatorial fire—strict in three respects.
First, it would apply to a small number of sinners. Second, it would be very
painful. And third, it would be a sort of temporary Hell (Augustine is
among those most responsible for the “infernalization of Purgatory™),
inflicting suffering far greater than any earthly pain. Furthermore, he
defined when purgatorial fire would be applied: in the time between the
death of the individual and the judgment of all. But Augustine left two
major elements of the Purgatory system in the dark. While he specifies
what kind of sinner can be purified (one who is neither altogether bad nor
altogether good), he says nothing about what kind of sin can land the soul
in Purgatory. He has no doctrine of “venial” sins. Beyond that, he says
nothing about Purgatory as a place. Now we can see why Augustine
refused to go this far. He specified the time of Purgatory in opposition to
the millenarians and misericordes. He said nothing definite about the
location or concrete content of Purgatory because in order to do so he
would have had to echo more or less “popular” beliefs—beliefs embedded
in the apocalyptic and apocryphal tradition that he rejected. As an intellec-
tual aristocrat, Augustine was horrified by the “popular,” which he iden-
tified with the “vulgar” and the “materialistic.” When the Church Fathers
institutionalized Purgatory at the Second Council of Lyons (1274), the
Council of Florence (1438), and the Council of Trent (1563), they too
tried to keep its imaginary furnishings separate from the verities of faith,
the dogma of the Church; at Trent, at least, suspicion of the imagination
was palpably in the air.

Augustine, despite his doubts and hesitations, did acknowledge the
existence of purgatorial fire: in this, too, he made an important contribu-
tion to the prehistory of Purgatory. Sanctioned by the authority of Augus-
tine, purgatorial fire remained, until the end of the twelfth century, the
defining characteristic of “pre-Purgatory,” and after that date, once
Purgatory came to be defined as a distinctive place, fire continued to be one
of its key elements. Once suspicion of popular imagery and beliefs had to
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some extent subsided, as it did between 1150 and 1250, it became p(?ssible
fo set aside a distinctive location for Purgatory. In all of this hlsto.ry,
Augustine’s position is very illuminating in both positive and negative
scnses. N -

Christian teaching gradually evolved toward its definitive position: that
it 15 possible for some sinners to be redeemed after death. Beca.use 0f~th.e
need to combat millenarianism, it was convenient to situate the time of this
redemption in the period between the deatl} of the inflividual an.d the Last
Judgment. But the Church hierarchy remained cautious when it came to
npplying the new doctrine: it was best not to make accommodations in the
new afterworld too ample, lest Hell be emptied out altogether. Above all,
the Church worried about the danger of making the other world too
material. There were risks involved in being too specific abopt the locgtlpn
in which purgation occurs and too concrete about the tr131§ thaF it in-
volves. Since Paul mentions fire or a passage through something hke.ﬁre
(quasi per ignem), the image of fire could be used: in any case the fire might
be more or less immaterial and could eventually be reduced to a meFaphor.
But to concede any more than this to the “madwoman upstalrs,’? as
Malebranche called the imagination, threatened to give the devil a
toehold, to open the way to devilish illusions. in the form“of pagan
imaginings, Jewish follies, heretical fantasies?—m short, to _popular
tmagery. What Augustine bequeathed to the Middle Ages was this mixture
of certainty and suspicion. . .

Caesarius of Arles (d. 542) has been credited with a milestone in the
prehistory of Purgatory. This misinterpretation, whicb is basec'l on two
sermons delivered by the bishop of Arles, has been rectified by Pierre Jay,
to whose careful reading of the evidence we now turn.”

PURGATORY AND CAESARIUS OF ARLES

Caesarius of Arles discusses purgatorial fire (ignis purgatorius) in two of
his sermons, numbers 167 and 179.* Here is the purported text of the
latter of these, a commentary on 1 Corinthians 3:10-15, based on th‘e
partial translation given by A. Michel in the Dictionnaire de théologie

catholique:

Those who understand this text improperly suffer from a fgls’e
sense of security. They believe that, if they bulld.on Christ’s
foundation an edifice of capital crimes, their sins may be
purified by passing through fire (per ignem transitorium), and
that they will then be able to enter into eternal life. Correct this
manner of comprehending, my brothers: to comfort oneself
with thoughts of such an end is sadly to mistake the truth. In
this passing fire (transitorio igne), of which the Apostle has
said, “he will be saved, yet as by fire,” it is not capital sins but
minor sins that will be purified. ... Although these sins,
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according to our belief, do not kill the soul, they disfigure it . . .
and permit it to unite with its heavenly spouse only at the price
of a great confusion. . .. Through continual prayer and fre-
quent fasts we may redeem them . . . and what has not been
redeemed by us must be purified in that fire of which the
Apostle has said: (Every man’s work) shall be made manifest
by fire; and the fire shall try every man’s work. (1 Cor. 3:13).
.. - As long as we live in this world, therefore, let us mortify
ourselves . . . so that these sins may be purified in this life, and
so that in the other life the purgatorial fire will find in us little or
nothing to devour. But if we do not give thanks to God in our
afflictions, and if we do not redeem our wrongdoing by good
wgrks, we must remain in purgatorial fire long enough for our
minor sins to be consumed like wood, hay, and straw.

Let no one say, What does it matter to me if I stay in
purgatory if subsequently 1 am to enjoy eternal life! Ah! Do not
speak that way, dear brothers, for this fire of purgatory will be
more painful than any pain that we can conceive, suffer, and
feel in this world.

But in fact Caesarius’s original Latin text says something quite different.
Where Michel has translated “fire of purgatory,” the Latin reads “ignis
purgatorius,” purgatorial fire, and where he puts “in purgatory,” there is
nothing at all corresponding in Latin.*

In fact, Caesarius is merely repeating what the Church Fathers, espe-
cially Augustine, had said before him. Compared with Augustine, Caesar-
ius has actually taken a step backward, because for Caesarius purgatorial
fire is merely the fire of judgment and has nothing to do with the interval
between death and resurrection. As Pierre Jay rightly observes, “Let us be
careful, then, not to pay too much heed to the idea that there is constant
progress in theology.” Nevertheless, Caesarius does have his place in the
prehistory of Purgatory, for misinterpreted texts have just as much histor-
ical importance as other texts. Caesarius’s writings drew particular atten-
tion from medieval clerics because they were attributed to Augustine: as
“Augustinian authorities” the words of the bishop of Arles would be
passed down through the centuries and therefore be available for system-
atic exploitation by theologians whose concerns were entirely different
from those of Caesarius. They would be scanned for answers to the
questions, “Where is Purgatory?” and “How long does it last?”

In point of fact, Caesarius confirms two points made by Augustine and
adds one detail not found in genuine Augustinian texts. Augustine, in his
commentary on the Thirty-Seventh Pslam, had said that “purgatorial fire
will be more terrible than anything a man can suffer in this life.” As we
have seen, Caesarius repeated this opinion and thereby helped to create the
terrifying image of Purgatory that was held out to the men of the Middle
Ages. Augustine also distinguished between grave sins, which he called
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crimina, and lesser sins, insignificant sins, with which it was not proper to-
be overly concerned. Caesarius borrows this distinction from Augustine
and makes it even more explicit. He refers to the more serious sins as
crimina capitalia: this is the origin of the notion of “capital sins” which
Gregory the Great would later consolidate into a doctrine. Caesarius still
refers to the lesser sins as parva (petty), quotidiana (routine), minuta
(trifling), but adds that these are the sins that are expiated in purgatorial
fire, a detail not mentioned by Augustine.

With Caesarius, finally, there was a change in the atmosphere surround-
ing the discussion of the fate of the dead and the nature of the hereafter.
The Last Judgment was one of Caesarius’s favorite themes, and he dwelt
more readily on Hell than on Heaven. In one sermon he admits that his
listeners have reproached him for speaking constantly about frightening
subjects (tam dura). Even more than Augustine, his concern was to con-
vince the faithful of the reality of eternal hellfire and of the painful quality
of the temporary fire. He was obsessed, as one writer puts it, “with the
image of his flock facing the eternal judge.” His concern is essentially
pastoral. His purpose was to provide the faithful with a ready supply of
simple ideas and formulas. He therefore drew up lists of ““capital” and
“minor” sins, something Augustine never did. His attitude has been
explained, correctly I think, as a result of the barbarization of society and
religion. But this undeniable barbarization, which marks the beginning of
the Middle Ages as such, was a more complex phenomenon than is often
believed.

In the first place, the “responsibility” for the decline in the general
cultural and spiritual level was not borne by the “barbarians” alone. The
fact that the peasant masses, the “barbarians” within, took up the Chris-
tian religion was at least as important as the fact that invaders from
outside the Roman world took up residence inside it. The “barbarization”
of Roman society was in part a democratization. Here matters become still
more complicated. Church leaders preached an egalitarian religion and
tried to reach out to their congregations, to “get closer to the people.” But
the overwhelming majority of them were urban aristocrats who shared the
prejudices of their class, which were closely tied to their worldly interests.
Their contempt for the peasant and hatred of paganism, coupled with their
lack of understanding of behavior informed by alien cultures, behavior
they were quick to label “superstitious,” led these ecclesiastical leaders to
preach a religion of fear. Hell was better suited to this climate than was a
process intended to bring about a reduction of punishment. For a long
time the purgatorial fire discreetly lighted by the Church Fathers, particu-
larly Augustine, smoldered in secret without finding the fuel that it needed
to take hold in a world beset with insecurity and divided by fundamental
conflict, a world illuminated by the brighter blaze of judgment, which was
in large part confounded with the sinister light of the flames of Hell.
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STORIES OF PURGATORY IN THis WORLD
GREGORY THE GREAT, THE LAST FATHER OF PURGATORY

Yet it was in this eschatological atmosphere that one pontiff, moved by an
ardent pastoral zeal in a dramatic earthly context, fanned the purgatorial
flame back to life. After Clement of Alexandria and Origen, after Augus-
tine, the last “founder” of Purgatory was Gregory the Great.

Gregory belonged to a great family of Roman aristocrats. Both before
and after his “conversion,” when he took vows and established a monas-
tery in one of his family’s villas in Rome, he occupied high office. He was
for a time prefect of the city, in charge of feeding the population in a
country ravaged by the Byzantines, the Goths, the Lombards, and the
plague, and he later served as the pope’s ambassador to the emperor in
Constantinople. In 590 he was called to the throne of Saint Peter in
dramatic circumstances: a terrible flood of the Tiber had inundated the
city, whose population had been decimated by a horrible epidemic of
plague (one of the worst outbreaks of the great pandemic, the first black
plague, known as the plague of Justinian, which had been devastating the
Middle East, the Byzantine Empire, North Africa, and Mediterranean
Europe for nearly half a century). Like Caesarius, indeed more than
Caesarius, given his position, his personality, and the historical moment,
Gregory was an eschatological pastor. Convinced that the end of the
world was at hand, he threw himself passionately into the great enterprise
of saving the Christian people, in whose behalf he believed he would soon
be called to plead at the bar of God’s justice. To Christians living within
the confines of the Roman world he issued repeated instructions on how to
win salvation; he commented on the Bible, particularly the prophets; he
addressed meditations on the Book of Job to his monks and a pastoral
manual to the secular clergy; and he urged laymen to organize their lives
with a view to ultimate salvation by taking part in disciplined liturgical
ritual (Gregory was a great organizer of processions and ceremonies) and
by paying heed to the moral teachings of the Church. To those living
outside the Roman world he sent missionaries. The English had fallen
back into paganism, so he sent to Canterbury a mission that began the
reconquest of Britain for Christianity. To the Italians he gave a hagiogra-
phy, and among the Italian Fathers he singled out a monk who had
recently died, Benedict of Monte Cassino, whom he made one of the great
saints of all Christendom. Among the Christians to be saved, why
shouldn’t there be some souls among the dead? Gregory’s eschatological
passion knew no bounds, extending beyond the threshhold of the grave.?

To the doctrine of Purgatory Gregory the Great made three important
contributions. In the Moralia in Job he gives further details concerning the
geography of the hereafter. In the Dialogi, along with observations on
doctrine, he describes souls expiating their sins prior to the Last Judgment,
Finally, although his story of the Gothic king Theodoric, who is carried off
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to Hell, makes no mention of a specific place called “Purgatory,” it was
later regarded as a very early clue to Purgatory’s earthly location. _

In Moralia in Job 12.13, Gregory comments on Job 14:13: “Quis mihi
tribuat ut in inferno protegas me?” (translated in the Jerusalem Bible as,
*“O that thou wouldst defend me in sheol,” the inferno in question being
the Jewish Hell). The problem that Gregory is trying to resolve is‘the
following: Before Christ’s coming, it was usual for all who died to fall into
Hell, because the coming of Christ was necessary to reopen the path to
Heaven. But the righteous were not supposed to fall into that part of Hell
where souls are tortured. There are in fact two parts of Hell, an upper part,
where the righteous rest in peace, and a lower part, where the wicked are
subjected to torment.

O that Thou wouldest defend me in bell!

That before the coming of the Mediator between God and
man, every person, though he might have been of a pure and
approved life, descended to the prisons of hell, there can be no
doubt; in that man, who fell by his own act, was unable by his
own act to return to the rest of Paradise, except that He should
come, Who by the mystery of His Incarnation should open the
way into that same Paradise. For hence after the sin of the first
man it is recorded, that a flaming sword was placed at the
entrance of Paradise, which is also called “moveable,” in that
the time should come one day, that it might even be removed.
Nor yet do we maintain that the souls of the righteous did so go
down into hell, that they were imprisoned in places of punish-
ment; but it is to be believed that there are higher regions in
hell, and that there are lower regions apart, so that both the
righteous might be at rest in the upper regions, and the unrigh-
teous be tormented in the lower ones. Hence the Psalmist, by
reason of the grace of God preventing him, says, Thou hast
delivered my soul from the lowest hell. Thus blessed Job before
the coming of the Mediator, knowing of his going down into
hell, implores the protecting hand of his Maker there, in order
that he might be a stranger to the places of punishment; where,
while he is brought to enjoy rest, he might be kept hidden from
punishment.®

A little later on (Moralia in Job 13.53), Gregory again takes up this
problem and goes into still further detail in discussing yet another. passage
from Job (17:16): “In profundissimum infernum descendent omnia mea.”

Here is what he says:

All of mine shall descend into the lowest hell.

Whereas it appears that among those below the righteous
are held bound not in places of punishment, but in the bosom
of tranquillity above, an important question springs up before
us, why it is that blessed Job declares, saying, All of mine shall
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descand into the lowest bell; who even if before the Advent of
the Mediator between God and man he had to descend into
hell, yet it is plain that into the “lowest hell”” he had not to
descend. Does he call the very higher regions of hell, “the
lowest hell?” Plainly because in relation to the loftiness of
heaven, the region of this sky may not unappropriately be
called the lower region. Whence when the Apostate Angels
were plunged from the seats of heaven into this darksome
region of the air, the Apostle Peter says, For if God spared not
the Angels that sinned, but delivered them, dragged down with
infernal chains, into hell, to be reserved for torments in the
Judgment. If then relatively to the height of heaven this dark-
some air is infernal, relatively to the elevation of this air, the
earth which lies below may be taken both as infernal, and as
deep; and relatively to the height of that earth, even those parts
of hell which are higher than the other mansions of the place
below, may in this place not unsuitably be denoted by the
designation of the lowest hell; in that what the sky is to heaven,
and the earth to the sky, the same is that higher hollow of the
regions below to the earth.*

A concrete thinker, Gregory was interested in the geography of the
hereafter. The upper Hell of which he speaks may well have been the
Limbo of the Fathers, but when there came to be such a thing as Purgatory
and it became necessary, in the thirteenth century, to find early references
to justify it, the Old Testament passages that discuss the depths of Hell
would be interpreted in the light of Gregory the Great’s exegesis.

In book 4 of the Dialogues Gregory the Great teaches some of the
fundamental truths of Christianity, especially the immortality of the soul,
the fate of the soul after death, and the doctrine of the Eucharist, with the
help of anecdotes—often visions—which he calls exempla, precursors of
the thirteenth-century exempla that popularized the belief in Purgatory.
The fate of certain souls after death is described in three stories distributed
over two chapters. These stories provide answers to two doctrinal ques-
tions, one concerning purgatorial fire and the other concerning the efficacy
of suffrages for the dead.

The deacon Peter, Gregory’s interlocutor and foil, begins by asking,
*“What I want to know is this—must we believe that there is a purgatorial
fire after death?”* To begin with, Gregory explains the dogma in terms of
passages from the Bible,* the most important of which is from Paul’s First
Epistle to the Corinthians concerning the fate of the various materials out
of which the works of men may be constructed. The first references seem to
prove that men will come to the Last Judgment in whatever state they were
in when they died. But Paul’s text seems to indicate “that we must believe
that for certain slight sins there will be a purgatorial fire prior to judg-
ment.” Gregory gives examples of this category of “petty and minor sins”:
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constant chattering, immoderate laughter, and attachment to private
property, all sins which, whether committed knowingly or not, weigh,
though lightly, on their authors after death, provided they have not been
delivered from these sins in this life.*” According to Gregory, Paul’s mean-
ing was as follows: he who builds out of iron, brass, or lead, i.e., he who
commits “the major and hence the hardest sins,” will not have his sins
dissolved by fire, whereas the “very slight, minor sins,” those built of
wood or straw, will be dissolved. But the petty sins will be destroyed after
death only if the good actions of the sinner in this life warrant such
destruction.

Gregory’s view, therefore, remains quite close to that of Augustine, but
he places the accent on “slight, petty, minor” sins, which he specifies, and
he clearly states that the action of the fire will take place only after death,
omitting the earthly tribulation that Augustine tended to include as part of
the process of purgation.

The novelty in Gregory’s approach is mainly in his use of anecdotal
illustration. “When 1 was still a young man,” he says, “and in the lay
estate, I heard (a story) told by men older and wiser than myself.” Pascha-
sius, deacon of the Holy See and the author of an admirable work on the
Holy Spirit, which has survived, was a man whose life had been saintly,
who dispensed alms, and who thought nothing of himself. But in the
schism that began in 498 and pitted popes Symmachus and Laurentius
against one other, Paschasius had been a stubborn supporter of the “false”
pope, Laurentius. When Paschasius died, an exorcist touched his dalmatic,
which had been placed on his coffin, and he was immediately saved. A
good while after his death, Germanus, who was bishop of Capua (prob-
ably from 516 to 541) went to Abruzzi to take a cure at Augulum, near the
present-day Citta San Angelo. Imagine his surprise at finding Paschasius
there in the capacity of a humble attendant at the baths! Germanus asked
Paschasius what he was doing there. Paschasius answered, “The only
reason for which I was sent to this place of punishment (in hoc poenali
loco) is that I took the part of Laurentius against Symmachus. I beg you to
pray to the Lord on my behalf. You will know that your prayers have been
granted if, when you return, I am not here.” Germanus prayed ardently
and when he returned a few days later, Paschasius was nowhere to be
found. But, Gregory adds, it was possible for Paschasius to be purged of
his sin after death in the first place because he had sinned only out of
ignorance and in the second place because he had given alms generously
while he was alive, and this had made him worthy of forgiveness.

The second theoretical question that Peter puts to Gregory concerns
suffrages for the dead: “What is the way to help the souls of the dead?”
Gregory answers that if their sins are not of the sort ineffaceable after
death, the sacred offering of the Host is generally of great help, and souls
have even been seen to ask for it.
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Here it what Bishop Felix tells me he knows about a priest who
died two years ago after a holy life. He lived in the diocese of
Centum Cellae and practiced his ministry at the Church of
Saint John in Taurina. This priest was in the habit of washing
himself, when necessary, at a place where much steam escapes
from hot geysers; he was very careful about cleanliness and
went frequently to the baths. One day, upon returning to them,
he said to himself, “I must not seem ungrateful to the fellow
who so assiduously helps me to clean myself. Imust bring him a
gift.”” He brought two loaves of bread. Upon arriving, he found
the man who habitually waited on him. The priest washed and
then, after dressing and as he was about to leave, he presented
the man with the gift, by way of benediction, and asked him to
accept it as a token of his affection. But the fellow answered
sadly, “Father, why are you giving me this present? This bread
is holy and I cannot eat it. In the form in which you see me now
T'used to be in charge of these baths and because of my sins [
have been sent back here after my death. If you want to be of
use to me, intercede on my behalf by giving this bread to
Almighty God. You will know that your wish has been granted
when you no longer see me in these parts.” With these words he
disappeared, thus revealing that he was really a spirit in the
guise of a human being. For an entire week the priest cried for
this man and every day offered the Host; when he returned to
the baths, the fellow was nowhere to be found. This proves that
sacred offerings can be useful to dead souls.*

Gregory immediately follows up this story with another. The event he
recounts actually took place, he says, in his own monastery three years
before. Living there was a monk named Justus, an expert in medicine.
Justus fell hopelessly ill and was assisted by his brother, Copiosus, also a
physician. Justus confided to his brother that he had hidden three pieces of
gold, and Copiosus had no choice but to inform the monks of what he had
been told.

The monks found the three pieces of gold hidden amid Justus’s stock of
medications. They took the matter up with Gregory, who reacted vehe-
mently, because the rule of the monastery laid it down that all property
was to be shared in common. Terribly upset, Gregory wondered what he
might do that would serve both for the “purgation” of the dying man and
for the edification of the monks. He forbade the monks to respond to
Justus’s appeal if he should call out to them from his deathbed, and he
instructed Copiosus to tell his brother—so that he might repent at the
moment of death—that the monks, having learned what he had done,
were horrified by his act. Gregory further stipulated that when Justus died,
his body would not be buried in the monks’ cemetery but rather thrown in
with the compost, and the monks would then throw his three gold coins
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after him, shouting “May your money follow you into perdition.” And so
it came to pass. Terrified, the monks avoided taking any reprehensible
action. Thirty days after Justus’s death, Gregory was saddened by the
thought of the tortures that the dead monk would have to suffer and
ordered that for the next thirty days a mass be celebrated daily in his
behalf. At the end of this period the dead man appeared to his brother one
night and said that until that day he had suffered but that now he had been
admitted to the communion (of the elect). It was clear to all that Justus had
escaped his torment thanks to the salutary offering.”

In his zeal as a pastor, Gregory the Great understood two psychological
needs of the believers to whom he ministered: the need for authentic
testimony delivered by witnesses worthy of belief and the need for details
about the location of purgatorial punishments.

Gregory’s stories are particularly important because they served as the
model for anecdotes that the Church used to popularize the belief in
Purgatory in the thirteenth century, once that belief was officially sanc-
tioned and defined. Implicit in these stories is the notion that it is possible
to check the truth of a historical assertion: the testimony is imputed to a
credible witness and details are given as to time and place. More than that,
though, the stories are told so as to enlist belief in quite different ways.
There is, to begin with, the allure of a tale couched in an attractive
narrative complete with plot, fascinating details, “suspense,” and a strik-
ing ending. The tale is told, moreover, in a way that makes the supernatu-
ral palpable and believable: there are visions of the afterlife and evidence
that the prayers of the living have actually achieved the desired end. All of
these elements will figure in the doctrine of the true Purgatory, down to the
nature of the bond between the living and the dead, the purpose of which is
to snatch the dead from the purgatorial trials to which they are subjected.
The living persons called upon to give help must be close relations, either
by blood or by spirit, of the soul to be purged. Finally, the trilogy of
suffrages is affirmed in these anecdotes: prayers, alms, and above all
eucharistic sacrifice. :

Gregory also shows his originality on another point: in two of the three
stories cited he situates the place of expiation in this world. His choice of
place was in fact a stroke of genius: this Roman aristocrat selected one of
the most essential buildings of the surviving Roman civilization, that
center of hygiene and sociability in the ancient world, the Roman bath.
This Christian pontiff selected a place in which the alternation of heat and
cold was a regular part of the treatment, an alternation characteristic of
purgative locales in the older religions of which Christianity was the heir.
And finally, he settled on a mixture of the supernatural and the quotidian
in which bath attendants are ghosts and the vapors of the bath are effluvia
of the other world. Gregory, it is clear, had a real imaginative flair.

Paradoxically, Gregory’s most important contribution to Purgatory
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was the first to be sacrificed when the new doctrine was consolidated in the
thirteenth century. Gregory had given credence to the idea that purgation
could take place on this earth, in the places where sins had been commit-
ted, which became places of punishment: men were punished where they
sinned, like the administrator of the baths who returned not to the scene of
his crimes but rather to the place of his peccadilloes, transformed into a
“penal place” (in hoc loco poenali). In view of Gregory’s authority, the
idea of a Purgatory on this earth was still mentioned from time to time
after the inception of the “true” Purgatory, but as an improbable hypoth-
esis, a curious remnant of the past. Thomas Aquinas and Jacobus da
Voragine in The Golden Legend still speak of it. But by the thirteenth
century the spectacle of Purgatory had been transferred to a special

theater, not of this world but of the next. Only for the briefest of instants -

were the dead allowed to return to haunt the living. They were sternly
forbidden to engage in activities in this world. Purgatory became a prison
from which ghosts were not allowed to escape.

The last of Purgatory’s founders, Gregory has only a peripheral interest
in the doctrine. For him the main thing is still the Day of Judgment, a day
on which there are only two kinds of souls: the chosen and the damned.
For each kind of soul there are two possible ways to approach everlasting
fate: either directly or indirectly after the Last Judgment, the moment of
resurrection. “Some are judged and perish, others are not judged but
perish (also immediately). Some are judged and reign, others are not
judged but reign (also immediately).”

In the Dialogues 4.37 Gregory the Great gives another description of
Purgatory, this time located not on earth but in the other world. A man,
one Stephen, dies suddenly in Constantinople. His corpse, not yet
embalmed, is left unburied overnight, and his soul is carried off to Hell,
where it visits a number of places. But when the soul is brought before
Satan, Satan announces that a mistake has been made. The Stephen
expected in Hell is another Stephen, the blacksmith, and the first Stephen i
returned to life as the second dies: the date is 590, during an epidemic of
plague. Later, a wounded soldier dies for a brief period, during which he
visits Hell. He is then revived and gives a detailed account of what he has
seen, which is reported to Gregory. Among the sights of Hell is “a bridge
beneath which a dark, black river was flowing, a river giving off smoke
and an intolerable stench.” Beyond the bridge lay charming meadows
filled with flowers, men dressed in white wandering about in a sweet-
scented atmosphere, and houses filled with light, some of them made of
gold. A few dwellings stood on the banks of the river, some of them
invaded by the fetid cloud from the river, while others were protected from
the stench. The bridge is a trial: a wicked soul that tries to cross falls into
the dark, malodorous river, while the righteous cross easily to reach the
pleasanter spots. Stephen, too, had spoken of this bridge and told how,
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when he tried to cross it, he lost his footing and half slipped into the river.
Horrid black creatures loomed up out of the stream and tried to pull him
down by the thighs, while handsome white men lifted him up by the arms.
During this battle he woke up. He understood the meaning of this vision as
follows: on the one hand he frequently succumbed to the temptations of
the flesh, but on the other hand he gave generous alms. Lasciviousness
drew him down, benevolence lifted him up. From that moment on he lived
a righteous life.

One final piece of evidence: in the Dialogues 4.31, Gregory tells a story
which pertains to Hell but which will later play a role in the history of
Purgatory. He relates what has been told to him by one Julian, a benevo-
lent “defender” of the Roman Church who had died seven years earlier. In
the time of King Theodoric (d. 526), a relative of Julian had gone to Sicily
to collect taxes and been shipwrecked on the Isle of Lipari on the way
back. He thereupon sought protection through the prayers of a hermit
who lived there. “Do you know that King Theodoric is dead?” asked the
hermit. To his listener’s incredulous look the hermit responded, ““Yester-
day at noon, clad in a shirt and bare of foot, his hands bound, flanked by
Pope John and the patrician Symmachus, he was taken to the neighboring
isle of Vulcano and thrown into the mouth of its crater.” Upon his return
to Italy Julian’s relative learned of Theodoric’s death, and since Theodoric
had had John and Symmachus put to death unjustly, the relative deemed it
fitting that the defunct king should have been cast down into everlasting
hellfire by those whom he had persecuted.

This legendary punishment of Theodoric is one more instance of the
political usage made of the other world. Indeed, the threat of punishment
in the hereafter was a powerful weapon in the hands of the Church. To
show an illustrious soul being punished by fire tended to validate the threat
and set it in incomparable relief. To imagine the other world was to wield a
political weapon. But the only weapon available to Gregory was that of
Hell, and this ultimate weapon could be used only in extreme cases.
Purgatory made it possible to shape the threat to fit the case.

In the legend of Theodoric we see yet another precursor of Purgatory:
the king who persecuted the Christians was delivered to the fires of Hell in
Sicily, where he was cast into the mouth of a volcano. The lesson was not
lost on the men of the Middle Ages, who remembered this fiery mouth and
attempted to depict it as one of the portals of Purgatory.
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THREE

The Early Middle Ages
Doctrinal Stagnation and the
Riot of Imagination

five centuries—little progress was made in the construction of
' Purgatory. But the fire remained, and while there was nothing new
in the theological aspect of the subject, there were visions of the other
world gnd imaginary voyages in the hereafter aplenty, along with develop-
ments in the area of liturgy that helped to prepare the way for the notion of
purgatorial fire and to cement relations between the living and the dead

Why, then, should we bother to examine this period, in which men’;
conceptions of the other world changed only slightly? Not for the tradi-
tional reason of giving a continuous chronological account—quite the
contrary. I should like to show that in history, unlike physics, motion is
not uniformly accelerated; nor is there one goal toward which’ events are
directed. As far as the other world is concerned, thinking seems to have
been stagnant for these five centuries. But I feel bound to put the reader on
guard against two possible misunderstandings.

One. misunderstanding might result from the apparent confusion of
texts cited. I shall be calling to witness not only some of the great names of
Chrlsti?.n thought of the day—Alcuin, Johannes Scotus, Rabanus Maurus
Ratherms of Verona, Lanfranc—who, though they said little about ouz"
su!)]ect, are eloquent in their silence, but also writers of the second and
third rank, who tell us more about the regular currents of intellectual life
as well as its occasional periods of ferment and change. Each of these
groups provides testimony of a different kind about the state of thinking in
regard to the other world.

It migl'lt also seem that I am committing the very error I have denounced
several times, that I am taking from this heterogeneous collection of texts
only those features that seem to presage what ultimately became Purga-
tory, as though beneath the apparent immobility the inevitable end-result
was already being prepared. Most of these texts are rather flat without
relief, gnd it seemed unnecessary to go into great detail about th’em. Still
frorr! time to time they evoke the future Purgatory, either to herald its’
coming or to turn their back on it. This does not mean that these texts are
SI‘mp.l)' precursors of Purgatory. Wetti’s Vision, for example, is an asto-
nishing document full of sound and fury, but it tells us little about the

B ETWEEN Gregory the Great and the twelfth century—a period of
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future Purgatory. What it does tell us is how men of the early Middle Ages
thought about the other world, and I have therefore not hesitated to
consider it at some length.

It would be wrong to assume that the early Middle Ages are of interest to
our study only in a negative way. During this lengthy period we see the
imagination at work, gathering and sifting its material. Even in a text of
just a few lines, such as Sunniulf’s vision as related by Gregory of Tours,
we see new images embedding themselves in human memory: the image of
the dead immersed to varying depths in a stream combined with the image
of the narrow bridge that all souls must cross. Along with these is another
image that proved less successful with posterity: that of the hereafter as a
beehive, with the souls of the dead swarming around it.

We also see different imaginary features being combined into a compre-
hensive system. In Bede, for example, Fursy goes to the other world and
brings back physical signs later used to prove that a Purgatory exists from
which one can return. (In the nineteenth century the Museo del Purgatorio
was established in Rome to house a collection of such tokens of Purga-
tory). Again in Bede, in the vision of Drythelm, various aspects of the
geography of the hereafter are organized into an itinerary, a logical
sequence of places to visit in the other world.

Early versions of various theological and moral definitions are also
encountered. For example, we can trace the evolution of a typology of sins.
We can also watch the virtually uninterrupted development of the scenic
features of the other world. Influenced by apocalyptic literature, the new
travelogues also bore the imprint of monastic concerns. Above all, they
were destined for a new audience, an audience interested less in the
illuminating than in the picturesque.

When we remember, moreover, that the Carolingian period was also the
time of a great liturgical renaissance, it is natural to ask whether new ideas
about the other world and the fate of the dead exerted an influence on
liturgy. Bearing all these questions in mind, let us turn now to the actual
texts.

THE AUGUSTINIAN OTHER WORLD IN THE WORK OF
THREE SPANISH WRITERS

Exegetical and dogmatic works occasionally allude to suffrages for the
dead, the end of time, and/or purgatorial fire, all of which later became
features of the system of Purgatory. I should like to consider some of these
works, beginning with the writings of three Spanish bishops who lived in
the sixth and seventh centuries: Tajon of Saragossa, the celebrated Isidore
of Seville, one of the fathers of medieval culture, and Julian of Toledo.

In chapter 21 of his fifth book of Sententiae (PL 80.975), Tajon of
Saragossa, commenting on Paul’s First Epistle to the Corinthians, devotes
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a few lines to summarizing the teachings of Augustine and Gregory the
Great, without naming them: “Although it is possible to understand what
the great preacher wrote as referring to the fire of tribulation in this life, his
words can also be applied to the fire of the future purgation, if we mark
well his meaning, that one can be saved by fire, not if on this foundation
one has built of iron, brass, or lead, that is, major sins (peccata majora),
but rather of wood, hay, or straw, that is, minor sins (peccata minima) and
very slight sins (peccata levissima), which the fire easily consumes. But let
it be known that, even in the case of minor sins, purgation will not be
obtained unless it has been merited by good actions in this life.”

Isidore of Seville deals with the problem primarily in his treatise On
Ecclesiastical Offices (De ecclesiasticis officiis), where he deals with suf-
frages. Citing Matthew 12:32 on the subject of the remission of sins in the
century to come, and Augustine’s City of God 12.32 on the four kinds of
men, Isidore asserts that the sins of some men will be remitted and “purged
by a purgatorial fire.”!

For our purposes Julian of Toledo is the most interesting of these three
prelates. In the first place he is a genuine theologian. Furthermore, his
Prognosticon is nothing less than a detailed treatise on eschatology. All of
the second book is devoted to the state of the soul prior to the resurrection
of the body. There is little in his thought that is new, however. For the most
part it is based on the writings of Augustine.

Julian distinguishes two Heavens and two Hells. There is an earthly
paradise as well as a celestial paradise, and the latter, as Ambrose, Augus-
tine, and Gregory all believed, is the same thing as the bosom of Abraham.
There are also, as Augustine taught, two Hells, but Augustine’s teachings
on this point varied (here Julian shows his critical and historical sense). He
first believed that there was one Hell on earth and another under the earth,
but later, in commenting on the story of Lazarus and the rich man, he saw
that both Hells were beneath the earth, one on top of the other. “There-
fore,” Julian concludes, “there may be two Hells, one in which the souls of
the saints have reposed, the other in which the souls of the godless are
tortured.” Then, still relying on Augustine for assistance, Julian explains,
using philological and other kinds of arguments, why in his judgment both
Hells are underground.

He then discusses various opinions as to whether the souls of saints (the
perfectly righteous) go directly to Heaven or remain in certain “recepta-
cles.” Ever since Christ descended into Hell, these receptacles, or upper
regions of Hell, have been closed, and the righteous now reside in, or upon
death, go directly to, Heaven. By the same token, iniquitous souls go
directly to Hell and never emerge. Ina digression Julian makes it clear that,
after death, the soul is not deprived of feeling and, again calling on
Augustine for help (De Genesi ad litteram 12.33), he argues that the soul
has “a bodily semblance” (similitudo corporis) that enables it to experi-

98

THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES

ence either peace or pain. Thus the soul can be tortured by corporeal fire.
This is what occurs in Hell, but the damned do not all suffer in _the same
way: the torment of each soul is apportioned to the gravity of its sin, in
much the same way as on this earth living persons suffer from tl:le sun’s
heat in varying degrees. Finally, one must believe, as Paul, Augustine, a.nd
Gregory all have taught, that there is a purgatorial fire after 'death. Using
the same words as Gregory the Great, Julian explains that this fire purges
petty and minor sins such as constant gossiping, immoderate laughter, and
excessive attachment to private property. More terrible than any e'arthl.y
pain, this fire is such that only those made worthy by good actions in this
world can benefit from it. Purgatorial fire is different from the eternal fire
of Gehenna: it burns prior to the Last Judgment rather tha.n afterward—
and Augustine even thinks that it begins with early tribulanqn. :]ust as the
torture of the damned is proportional to the gravity of their sins, so the
length of time that a soul being purged must remain ir{ the fire c;orresponds
to the degree of the soul’s imperfection. Here, the equivalence is expressed
in terms not of intensity but rather of duration of the pain: ‘““The more the’),r
have loved perishable goods, the longer it will take for them to be sav;d.

Julian’s account of the future Purgatory, an account ba_sed on the Bible,
especially the New Testament, and on patristic writings, is the fullest and
clearest we have from the early Middle Ages.?

“BARBARIAN’’ OTHER WORLDS

Evidence from “barbarian” regions of the Christian world, which stems
both from the ecclesiastical hierarchy and from the monasteries, shows
that these newly Christianized territories took an interest in the hgreafter
without making any notably original contribution to its conception.

Ireland

It was long believed that the author of the Book on the Order of Creatures
(Liber de ordine creaturarum) was Isidore of Seville. Manuel Dlgz y Dlaz
has recently shown that it was in fact written by an anonymous Iqsh writer
in the seventh century. Based on Genesis, the book deals with God,
spiritual creatures, and corporeal creatures. The last four ch?.pters are
devoted to the nature of men (chap. 12), the various kinds of sinners and
the place of punishment (chap. 13), purgatorial fire (chap. 14), and the
future life (chap. 15). ‘

This summary may give the impression that the writer of the treatise ha_d
a tripartite version of the hereafter: Hell, ‘“Purgatory,” Paradise. Bqt this
division is found only in certain manuscripts; it is less pronounced in the
main body of the text.> What is more, the author’s archaic conception of
the hereafter all but rules out the possibility that he conceived of an other
world having three parts. He sets forth his ideas starting with the chapter
on the various conditions in which sinners find themselves. There are two
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major categories: sinners whose sins (crimina) can be purged by the fire of
judgment and sinners who will be subjected to the pain of eternal fire. Of
the latter group, some will be damned immediately, without judgment,
while others will be damned after judgment. The fire is therefore the fire of
judgment and is not applied prior to the time of judgment. This view is
confirmed in chapter 14.

Those who will enjoy “eternal refreshment” (refrigerium aeternum)
after purgation are those who will have performed what would later be
called works of mercy. They will be baptized by fire, while the others will
be consumed by inextinguishable fire. In giving an exegesis of Paul’s First
Epistle to the Corinthians, the author of the Liber is led to specify a type of
sin which he characterizes exclusively in negative terms: “sins which are
not very harmful, though little constructive.” Included in this group are
the following sins: “the idle use of legitimate marriage, overindulgence in
eating, taking excessive pleasure in useless things, anger leading to abusive
language, exaggerated interest in personal affairs, inattentiveness during
prayers, late sleeping, undue bursts of laughter, overindulgence in sleep,
holding back the truth, gossiping, sticking stubbornly to error, holding the
false to be true in matters not involving the faith, neglect of duty, and
disorderly attire.”* It cannot be denied, we are told, that these sins can be
purged by fire. To this is added one final observation: the purgatorial fire
in question lasts longer and is more terrible than any imaginable earthly
torment. -

In the early seventh century the Irish Saint Columban (d. 615), a
missionary who helped to carry the spirit of monasticism to the Continent,
gave an abbreviated account of human existence from birth to eternity, in
which a place was reserved for fire. Though not named, the fire in question
was, if not a purgatorial fire then at least a probative one, for it was
apparently situated in the period between resurrection and judgment:

Here is the way the human being’s miserable life runs: from the
earth, on the earth, in the earth, from the earth into the fire,
from the fire to judgment, from judgment either to Gehenna or
to life (everlasting). You have been created from the earth, you
tread the earth, you will be laid to rest in the earth, you will rise
in the earth, you will be tried in fire, you will await the judg-
ment, and then either torture or the kingdom of heaven will be
yours forever.

Later on he adds that we “men, created out of the earth and making a brief
sojourn on the earth return almost at once to the earth and then, a second
time, on orders from God, are yielded up and put forth by the earth, and at
the end of time tried by passing through the fire, which in some way will
dissolve the earth and the mud; and if, after the counterfeit coin has
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melted, there remains gold or silver or some other useful matter from the
carth, the fire will show it.”’

Gaul

The famous Saint Eligius, bishop of Noyon (d. 659), recalled in a homily
the distinction between mortal sins (crimina capitalia) and minor sins
(minuta peccata) and observed that there was little likelihood‘that the
giving of alms, even if they were generously dispensed on a daily basis,
could redeem mortal sins. He then reminded his listeners of the two
judgments and the purgatorial fire:

We read in the Holy Scripture that there are two judgments:

one by the water of the flood (Genesis 7) which prefigured the

baptism by which we were cleansed of all our sins (1 Pet. 3) and

the other, yet to come, by fire, when God will come for the
Judgment, of which the Psalmist says: “Our Gpd shall_ come
and not keep silence. A fire shall devour before him, a_nd it shall
be very tempestuous round about him” (Ps. 50:3); like a tem-
pest so that he may examine those whom the fire consumes.

Cleanse us of all that fouls our flesh and spirit, and let us not be
burned, neither by the eternal fire nor by this passing fire. Of
this fire of God’s judgment the Apostle says: “And the fire shall
try every man’s work of what sort it is” (1 Cor. 3:13). It is
certain that here he spoke of purgatorial fire. Now, this fire will
be felt in different ways by the godless, the saints, and the
righteous. From the torment of this fire the godless will be cast
into the flames of fire everlasting; the saints who will reawakc?n
in their body without any stain of sin, for they will have bul_lt
on the foundation which is Christ, in gold, in silver, and in
precious gems, that is, the shining meaning of the faith, the
resplendent word of salvation, and the precious works—they
will triumph over this fire as easily as in this life they ha_ve been
pure in faith and observed the commandments of Christ with
love. This leaves the righteous guilty of minor sins who have
built on the foundation which is Christ, of hay, of wood, or of
straw, which denotes the diversity of minor sins of which they
have not been properly purged and so are not yet found worthy
of the glory of the celestial city. After having passed through
this fire, when the day of the Last Judgment is complete, each
one will be either damned or crowned, according to his merits.
Therefore, my dear brothers, it is about this day that we must
think intensely.®

This text is remarkable for its division of mankind into three categories
rather than four as in the Augustinian tradition. Here, however, it interests
us primarily because of its “‘archaic” conception of purgatorial fire, which
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it places at the time of the Last Judgment, a judgment that is drawn out to

fill an entire day. More than that, Eligius seems to leave it up to the fire to

separate the saints from the godless and the righteous; hence he does not

§uarantee”that the righteous will go to Heaven after their trial. The
suspense” lasts right to the very end.

Germany

Itis 'interesting to look at the instructions Pope Gregory III gave to Saint
B(?nlface around the year 732 when the latter asked how he should behave
with regard to Germans who remained pagans or had only recently

converted: “You also ask me if one can give offerings for the dead. Hereis

the position of the Holy Church: each person may make offerings for his
own dead if they are genuine Christians, and the priest may celebrate their
memory. And even though all of us are subject to sin, it is proper that the
priest c'elebrate the memory and intercede on behalf of none but those who
ha\fe died Catholics; for the impious, even if they were Christians, these
actions will not be allowed.”” ’

Even though these instructions make no explicit mention of suffrages
ar‘xd' do. not allude to purgatorial fire, it is significant that a forceful
d1§tlpctlon is‘ being made, with respect to a country that is the object of a
mission and in a missionary period, between the usefulness (and therefore
the duty) of offerings for those of the dead who are “genuine Christians”
apd {he futility (and therefore interdiction) of offerings in behalf of the
“impious” dead, even if they are Christians.

Great Britain

In the same period, the celebrated monk Bede, who, as we shall see later
on, played an important role in constructing the geography of the other
worlq .through his visions and imaginary travelogues, emphasized in his
Homilies (written between 730 and 735) the importance of suffering for
the dead. Bede makes explicit mention of purgatorial fire. Between death
and resurrection, he tells us, apostles, martyrs, confessors, and the like go
to the “bosom of the Father,” which is to be understood as the “secret of
the Eather” (secretum Patris). He compares this sittus Patris to the domus
Patris or “house of the Father” mentioned in the Gospel of John 14:2 and
makes no mention of the bosom of Abraham. Then he continues:

So the many righteous souls who are in the Church after the
dissolution of the flesh are immediately received into the
blessed repose of Paradise, where they wait in great joy, in vast
choirs of Joyous souls, for the moment when they will regain
their bodies and appear before the face of God. But some who
because of their good works, are predestined to share the fate
of thc.elcct, but who, because of certain evil works have left the
body in an unclean state, are taken after death by the flames of
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purgatorial fire and severely punished. Either they are cleansed
of the taint of their vices by a long trial [longa examinatione] in
this fire, or thanks to the prayers, alms, fasting, tears, and
eucharistic offerings of their faithful friends, they are delivered
from punishment and allowed to enjoy the repose of the
blessed.*®

Thus Bede shows clearly how some souls are condemned to purgatorial
fire. He makes a forceful case for the power of suffrages from the living and
from faithful friends of the dead. Above all he shows the mechanism by
which the time a soul must remain in “Purgatory” is decided: the max-
imum sentence is for the whole period from death to resurrection, but
there is a possibility of reprieve by means of suffrages. He says nothing,
however, about where the purgatorial fire is located and what kinds of
penalties are meted out to souls sent there.

INDIFFERENCE AND TRADITIONALISM IN THE
CAROLINGIAN PERIOD AND BEYOND

The Carolingian Church showed little interest in purgatorial fire and
introduced no innovations. Alcuin, the great Anglo-Saxon ecclesiastic
who inspired Charlemagne’s cultural policy, commented on 1 Corinthians
3:13 in his treatise O#n the Belief in the Holy Trinity (De fide Sanctae
Trinitatis), where he identifies purgatorial fire (ignis purgatorius) with the
fire of judgment (ignis diei judicii). This, he tells us, is experienced in
different ways by the impious, the saints, and the righteous. The impious
will burn forever, while the saints, those who have built in gold, silver, and
precious stones, will pass through the fire without injury, like the three
young Jews in the furnace (Dan. 3). Finally, “certain of the righteous [are]
guilty of certain minor sins, those who on the foundation which is Christ
have built of hay, of wood, or of straw. They will be purged by the heat of
this fire, purified of their sins, and made worthy by the glory of eternal
happiness.” All souls must pass through this transitory fire (ignis transitor-
ius). Some will go to damnation, others to coronation. The former will be
tormented either more or less, depending on the degree of their wicked-
ness, while the latter will be rewarded more or less, depending on the
degree of their sanctity. On this last point Alcuin is vague and confusing.’
Another important figure in the Carolingian Church and in Carolingian
culture, Rabanus Maurus (d. 856), the abbot of Fulda and archbishop of
Mainz and Germany’s leading intellectual, has left us a sustained reflection
on the theology of fire in his commentary on the Epistles of Paul. He, too,
believes that the fire mentioned in 1 Corinthians is the fire of judgment. It
does away with those illicit things (illicita), failures to abide by the rules,
that a person can commit without ceasing to take Christ as his foundation,
for example, indulgence in the pleasures of this world, in earthly love,
which in the marital context is not cause for condemnation. All such sins

103



THE HEREAFTER BEFORE PURGATORY

are burned up in the fire of tribulation (tribulationis ignis). But for those
v'vho have built of wood, hay, and straw, “it is not incredible that after this
life the following comes to pass, and it may be asked if it is not so: either
gvertly or covertly some of the faithful may be saved through a purgatorial
g;:; :;og:;r (:2 .lﬁltoer according as they loved perishable goods to a lesser or
Here as in Bede we find the introduction of an element that was to play
an important role in the system of Purgatory to come: the time of purga-
1:}1::; is set between death and judgment, and the duration is allowed to
Paschasius Radbertus (d. 860), the abbot of Corbia, based an even more
fully developed theology of fire on the passage from the Gospel of Mat-
thew that deals with baptism by fire. Paschasius examines the various
aspects_anfi functions of fire and ends with a description of the “fire of
love” (t‘gfus charitatis) and the “fire of divine love” (ignis divini amoris)
He envisions a number of possible meanings for this: .

It may be, as some wish, that [the sentence], “He shall baptize
you with the Holy Spirit and with fire,” should be understood
to mean that the Holy Spirit is identical with the fire, which we
adm1t? bef:ause God is a consuming fire. But since there is a
coordmgtmg conjunction, it does not seem that one and the
same thing is meant. This has led some to the opinion that the
fire in question is purgatorial fire, which is presently purifying
us by the Holy Ghost and then, if any stain of sin remains

plake§ us pure by combustion in the fire of conflagration (tha;
is, of ]udgm_ent). But if this be true, then it must be the lesser
and more minor sins that are involved, for it is unthinkable that
everyone should escape punishment. This is why the apostle

issa'y’sl: “And the fire shall try every man’s work of what sort it

The most articulate discussion of purgatorial fire in the Carolingian era
has 'becn attributed to Haymo of Halberstadt (d. 853). He dealt with the
subject on two occasions, first in the treatise On the Diversity of Books
(Dg varietate librorum) and again in a commentary on the Epistles of Paul
whu:.h some writers have attributed to Remy of Auxerre. Haymo’s views
are in fact an eclectic mix of what was written before him strongl

mﬂue:nced by the ideas of Augustine and Gregory the Great (who, are neve};
mentioned by name). His writings often repeat word for word what Julian
of ':l'oledo had to say two centuries earlier. According to Haymo, we must
believe that there is a purgatorial fire prior to judgment, which ’works on
lesser, petty, or minor sins. There are two kinds of fire, one purgatorial
(flnd temporary), the other eternal (and punitive). The duration of purga-
tion l.)y fire varies, depending on the strength of the soul’s attachmentgto
transitory ties. Some undergo purgatorial pains after death, others in this
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life. It is false that one can be saved by way of purgatorial fire if, in this life,
one merely had the faith without doing good works. The Church can
intervene effectively on behalf of those undergoing purgatorial pains.
There are two categories of the saved: those who enjoy tranquillity in
paradise immediately after death, and those who must be punished by the
flames of Purgatory. Of the latter, some remain in the flames until Judg-
ment Day, while others may be reprieved thanks to prayers, alms, fasting,
tears, and offerings by the faithful who were their friends.”? This note of
solidarity between the dead and the living, probably inherited from Bede,
is the only novelty—in form, not in substance, this being traditional—in
the work of Haymo of Halberstadt.

In his commentary on the Epistles of Paul, Atto of Verceil (d. 921) gives
a very traditional, very Augustinian interpretation of the First Epistle to
the Corinthians (in which he cites Augustine several times). But there is
one peculiarity in Atto’s interpretation as well as one novelty. The pecu-
liarity is this: what will be tried and judged (by purgatorial fire and, more
generally, at the time of judgment) is, Atto tells us, essentially doctrinal
orthodoxy, doctrina, rather than morals and feelings. What is more, the
epithet venialia, venial, appears alongside the lesser sins and in contrast to
capital sins, but it figures in a list of sins: the opposition between venial sins
and mortal (or capital) sins did not become fully established until the
twelfth century.”

Even Ratherius of Verona, a man with an original mind, trained in the
Lotharingian schools and imbued with classical culture, has little to say
about purgatorial fire. What little he does say carries a stringent message:
merit cannot be acquired after death. As for the existence of purgatorial
pains after death, no one should presume to rely on them, for they are good
not for purging criminal sins but only for lesser sins, the ones likened to
wood, hay, and straw."

Even the great Lanfranc, who in the late eleventh century lent an
incomparable luster to the abbey school at Bec-Hellouin (Normandy),
where he became abbot before going on to become archbishop of Canter-
bury, was not inspired, in his commentary on the First Epistle to the
Corinthians, by the passage concerning the trial by fire. For him, purgato-
rial fire was none other than the fire of judgment, and he implies accord-
ingly that the fire of judgment will last as long as is necessary to purge those
who are supposed to be saved.”

As for Johannes Scotus Erigena (“the Irishman®), despite his official
functions in the palace school of Charles the Bald he remained an isolated
intellect, virtually ignored by most medieval theologians even prior to his
condemnation, two centuries after his death, by the Council of Paris
(1210). He is much in favor today with historians of theology and philoso-
phy. But he too wasted little time discussing purgatorial fire. The story of
Lazarus and the rich man inspires in him the thought that the soul can turn
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to the saints, after as well as before it has been separated from the flesh, for
help in gaining either release from punishment or a diminution in the
intensity of its torment.”* Elsewhere he says that eternal hellfire is cor-
poreal, even though its subtle nature causes it to be spoken of as
incorporeal.”

THE OTHER WORLD AND HERESY

Two texts from the early eleventh century are worthy of special mention,
not because they contribute anything new in themselves but because the
contexts in which they were produced were particularly significant for
what was to come. The first of these texts consists of a long passage from
what is called the Decretum of Burchard of Worms (d. 1025). This is a
collection of authoritative texts on questions of dogma and discipline—a
milestone in the compilation of the corpus of canon law. Burchard copies
sections of the Dialogues of Gregory the Great and a passage from the
Moralia devoted to the problem of purgation, as well as the passage from
Augustine’s Enchiridion (110) which deals with suffrages for the dead.
The Augustinian text is preceded by the words “there are four kinds of
offerings™ (quatuor genera sunt oblationis), which would be used again, a
century later, in the Decretum of Gratian, and which proved problematie
for the scholastics because of the division into four kinds. A passage from
the Bible cited here was to enjoy a great vogue, partly because Burchard
mentions it: namely, John 14:2, which says, “In my father’s house there
are many mansions.”!

In 1025 Bishop Gerard of Cambrai, in a synod held at Arras, effected a
reconciliation between the Church and certain heretics who, among other
“errors,” had denied the efficacy of suffrages for the dead. In this connec-
tion the bishop requires them to recognize the following ““truths”:

It is true, lest anyone believe that penitence is of use only to the
living and not to the dead, that many of the dead have been
rescued from punishment by the piety of their living [friends
and relatives], according to Scripture, by means of the sacri-
ficial offering of the Mediator [the mass], or alms, or by ac-
quittance of the penance by a living friend of the deceased, in
the case where an ill person has met death before being able to
complete his penance and a living friend substitutes for him.
You are not, contrary to what you assert, truly receptive to the
Gospel. For the Truth there states: “Whoever speaketh against
the Holy Ghost, it shall not be forgiven him, neither in this
world, neither in the world to come” (Matt. 12:32). By this, as
Saint Gregory says in his Dialogue, it is meant that some
mistakes may be effaced in this world and others in the world
to come. . .. But it must be believed, in regard to petty and
minor sins like continual gossiping, immoderate laughter, ex-
cessive concern for one’s patrimony, etc., things which are
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inevitable in life but which are burdensome after death if they
are not effaced beforehand, that, as he says, these sins may be
purged after death by purgatorial fire, if in this life one has
shown oneself to be worthy by good actions. Rightly, there-
fore, do the learned saints tell us that purgatorial fire exists by
which certain sins are purged, provided that the living obtain
(this purgation) by alms, by masses, or, as I have said, by a
substitute penance. Thus it appears that for the price of these
works the dead can be absolved of sin; otherwise we could not
understand the apostle Paul, about whom you have lied in
calling yourselves his auditors, who says that minor and very
slight sins are easily consumed by purgatorial fire, wh‘ereaS
they would entail tortures not purgatorial but eternal if, by
such offerings of the host, they had not deserved to be effaced
by purgatorial fire.””

There is nothing new in this doctrinal concentrate. And yet this text,
along with Burchard’s Decretum, was to enjoy a singular fate: these two
items formed the basis upon which Purgatory was erected, against opposi-
tion, in the twelfth century. The twelfth and thirteenth centuries were a
time of heresy, and Saint Bernard, followed by other orthodox clerics,
found the moment opportune for putting the finishing touches on Purga-
tory, which was thus in part the fruit of resistance to the heretical chal-
lenges to orthodox Christianity that began around the year 1000.

TRAVELS IN THE OTHER WORLD

While doctrine remained static, accounts of imaginary travels in the other
world and other visionary writings were laying a firm basis for the future
Purgatory.

Legacies

The genre was traditional. It was strongly influenced by Judeo-Christian
apocalyptic writings. Specimens from the ancient world, partia.llarly
Greece, are known, though these constitute a minor seam, as it were, in the
rich mine of ancient literature and were not readily accepted by more
learned writers. Plutarch, in his Moralia, recounts the vision of Thespesios.
Thespesios, after leading a life which, by all appearances, is one qf de-
bauchery, dies. Three days later he revives and thereafter lead§ a life of
perfect virtue. Besieged with questions, he reveals that his spirit, 'flf.ter
departing the body, traveled through space, amid wind-tossed spirits,
some of them known to him. Several of these souls emitted terrible
lamentations, while others seemed tranquil and happy. Some shone with a
pure brilliance, others were bespattered, and still others were complc_tely
black. Those laden down by only a few sins had to endure only a slight
punishment, but the godless were turned over to Justice, which, if she
deemed them incurable, handed them over to the Erinnyes, who cast them
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down into a bottomless abyss. Thespesios is then taken into a vast plain
full of flowers and pleasant scents, in which souls flutter about as happily
as birds. Finally, he is taken to the place of the damned, where he witnesses
their tortures. There he sees three lakes, one of boiling gold, another of
frozen lead, and the third of molten iron, which is whipped up by a storm.
Demons are constantly plucking souls out of one lake and plunging them
into another. Finally, in another place blacksmiths are busy carelessly
remolding souls destined for a second existence into a variety of shapes.?
Later descriptions of Purgatory would retain from this vision the differ-
ences in color between one kind of soul and another and the idea that souls
are transferred from one lake to another.

Plutarch also describes the vision of Timarchos. Timarchos goes down
into a cave dedicated to Trophonios and performs the necessary cere-
monies to obtain an oracle. He remains there two nights and one day in
utter darkness, not knowing whether he is awake or dreaming. Then he is
hit on the head and his soul takes flight. Soaring joyfully, it sees burning
isles, whose flames in their changing colors make a pleasant sight. These
isles are set in a multicolored sea in which souls are adrift. Two rivers flow
into this sea, beneath which there is a dark, round pit out of which comes
the sound of moans. Some souls are sucked into the hole, others are spit
out. Here again, the description prefigures that contained in the work that
would later create the vision of the genuine Purgatory, The Purgatory of
Saint Patrick, which dates from the end of the twelfth century.

This visionary literature was strongly influenced by the Judeo-Christian
apocalyptic treatises that I touched on earlier, especially the Apocalypses
of Peter and Paul. It was also influenced by two traditions that I can do no
more than mention here in passing: the Celtic and the Germanic, both of
which include very old accounts of voyages in the other world.?

If I am neglecting these two components of medieval culture, which
certainly contributed to the imaginary representation of Purgatory, the
reason is that the amount of research that would have to be done in order
to say anything useful would, I think, be out of proportion to the results
that can be expected. In order to evaluate the contribution of these two
cultures, even with the aid of the very fine work that has already been done
on the subject, we would first have to resolve two difficult problems. To
begin with, problems of dating. The written record obviously goes back no
further than the time when these cultures first began to write, no earlier
than the twelfth century. What the earliest written works in these lan-
guages express is certainly of much earlier date—but how much?

An even more important problem, as it seems to me, has to do with the
fact that this ancient literature is a complex product, difficult to character-
ize. Here, the distinction between “high” and “popular” culture makes
little sense. The oral sources of the immediately preceding period are, 1
think, learned: “orality” is no guarantee of “popular” origins. The written
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works that begin to be produced in the twelfth century are elaborations of
the tales of learned oral artists. At the time when these “vulgar” works
were being recited and sung and, later, written, the “barbarian” cultures
had already enjoyed a fairly lengthy familiarity with the learned, ecclesias-
tical culture of Latin Christianity. This contamination only compounds
the difficulty of identifying the true “barbarian” legacy. Far be it from me
to dismiss the importance of that legacy: on the contrary, it seems to me
that it exerted considerable influence on medieval culture, but we are not
yet, I think, prepared to isolate that influence, much less to characterize or
measure it. On the other hand, in regions where Latin had long since
become the predominant language of learning, Latin scholars had more or
less willingly, more or less wittingly, introduced, to one degree or another,
elements of traditional “popular” culture into their works—and in this
period popular culture means largely peasant culture: perhaps the least
bad definition is *“pre-Christian, rural folklore,” which the Church char-
acterized as ‘“pagan.” When it comes to pinning down this legacy, a
method is available, though it is a method that is difficult to work with: we
can use the thematic catalogues established by nineteenth- and twentieth-
century folklorists and trace the themes listed there back through the
centuries, cautiously and painstakingly comparing the catalogued themes
with medieval documents whose dates are known or ascertainable. For all
the uncertainty involved, when it comes to understanding the medieval
imagination, I feel on safer ground using the information collected by the
brothers Grimm, Pitre, Frazer, and van Gennep than I do speculating on
Celtic imramas (stories devoted to the isles of the other world) or Scan-
dinavian sagas.

That said, I will pause long enough to mention a few ways in which
“barbarian” cultures did influence the development of Purgatory in the
period prior to the twelfth century. A theme common among the Celts was
that of the voyage to the islands of the blessed, the earliest example of
which seems to be the voyage of Bran, which we are told can be traced
back at least as far as the eighth century.?? The other world is situated on an
island, which can often be reached through a well but which has no holy
mountain. The image of the bridge occurs frequently.

German and Scandinavian myths about the other world seem to be
more coherent by the time they become accessible to us. After death souls
can go, essentially, to one of two places: to the underworld, which is ruled
by the goddess Hel and which is rather like the Jewish sheol, dark and
depressing but devoid of torture, surrounded by a river that one crosses by
means of a bridge; or else to Valhalla, a celestial site of tranquillity and
relaxation, which is reserved for the deserving dead, particularly heroes
who die on the field of battle. It may be that Valhalla, before being located
in Heaven, was also underground, like the Elysian fields of the Romans.
Whereas in Celtic mythology it is exceptional to find a mountain in the
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other world (the mountain being an essential element of Purgatory),
German mythology has Mount Hecla in Iceland, a volcano which has both
a pit and a realm of torture.”

Even more, perhaps, than the Celtic, the Germanic imagination of the
hereafter, by the time it becomes accessible to us, already seems to have
been subjected to strong influence from the high culture of Latin Christian-
ity. This is true of the travels in the other world recounted by Saxo
Grammaticus in his twelfth-century History of the Danes. The Dialogues
of Gregory the Great were translated into Old Norse quite early and may
have given the theme of the bridge to Scandinavian mythology, though it
seems probable that the theme already existed, having come to Scandina-
via, as it had come to the Mediterranean, from the East.

Doubtless the most important change was that the rather cheerful other
worlds of primitive Celtic and German mythology turned somber, sub-
terranean, and infernal under Christian influence. At the moment of
Purgatory’s inception, we shall see how the optimistic Celtic (and perhaps
Germanic) conception of a place of waiting and purification gave way to
the image of Purgatory as cruel, for a time, as Hell, an image that came
from oriental apocalyptic sources and from official Christian tradition.
The old conception did not disappear completely but was rather absorbed
into visions of Paradise. These ambivalent other worlds of “folklore” were
forced to gravitate toward either the positive or the negative pole, while
Purgatory lingered for a time, occupying the middle ground.

In the period from the beginning of the eighth to the end of the twelfth
century, three texts stand out from the run of Latin Christian literature
concerning visions of the other world. One, the Vision of Drythelm, is the
work of one of the greatest minds of the early Middle.Ages, the Anglo-
Saxon monk Bede. In it, for the first time, we find a specific place set apart
for purgation in the other world through which the hero is traveling. The
Vision of Wetti (Wetti was a monk from southern Germany) is a raving,
infernal account of an other world which was used in part for political
ends, against Charlemagne. The diversion to political ends of accounts of
travels beyond the grave is fully developed in an anonymous work from
the very end of the ninth century, the Vision of Charles the Fat, a pamphlet
prepared to further the interests of a Carolingian pretender.

These three major texts were preceded by two shorter visions, one
dating from the end of the sixth century, the other from the beginning of
the eighth. These were recounted by two great ecclesiastical personages,
the archbishops Gregory of Tours and Boniface of Mainz (an Anglo-Saxon
also known as Winfrith). These describe the other world in terms more or
less commonplace in monastic circles at the time.

Framing all of these in time were two poems influenced by the classical
Roman literary tradition, one from the early sixth century, the other from
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the early eleventh century. The imaginary other worlds depicted in both
are quite traditional and exerted little influence on Purgatory.

The two works we shall consider first are more important by dint of
their author’s personalities than for their content, the bulk of the imagery
and ideas being derived from the Apocalypse of Paul.

Gregory of Tours, in the thirty-third chapter of book four of his History
of the Franks, which dates from the late sixth century, recounts the vision
of Sunniulf, the abbot of Randau:*

He used himself to tell how once he was shown in a vision a
certain river of fire, into which men, assembling together on
one part of the bank, were plunging like so many bees entering
a hive. Some were submerged up to the waist, some up to the
armpits, some even up to the chin, and all were shouting out
that they were being burned very severely. A bridge led over the
river, so narrow that only one man could cross at a time, and
on the other side there was a large house all painted white.
Then Sunniulf asked those who were with him what they
thought this meant. “From this bridge will be hurled headlong
anyone who is discovered to have been lacking in authority
over those committed to his charge,” they answered. “Anyone
who has kept good discipline may cross without danger and
will be welcomed joyfully in the house which you see oppo-
site.” As he heard these words, Sunniulf awoke. From then on
he was more severe with his monks.

At the beginning of the eighth century, Boniface, the apostle of the
Germans, wrote (Epistle 10) to Eadburge, the abbess of Thanet, that a
monk from Wenlock had had a vision. Angels had wafted him into the air,
and he saw the whole world engulfed in flames. He saw an army of demons
and a choir of angels representing his vices and virtues. He saw pits of fire
belching flames and souls in the form of black birds crying and moaning
and shouting with human voices. He saw a river of boiling fire across
which a plank served as a makeshift bridge. Some souls made their away
across this bridge, while others slipped and fell into Tartarus. Some were
completely submerged in the waves, others immersed up to their knees,
others to the waist, and still others to the elbows. Everyone emerged from
the fire clean and shining. On the other side of the river stood thick, high,
resplendent walls, the walls of the heavenly Jerusalem. The wicked spirits
were cast down into the fiery pit.

Here, I think, is the proper place to consider a Latin poem from late
antiquity, which, unlike Plutarch’s writings, for example, has no relation
either to apocalyptic visions as such or to the more or less “folkloric”

*Cited here after Lewis Thorpe’s English translation.—Trans.
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voyages of the subsequent period, but which, by its very uniqueness,
commands our attention. The Carmen ad Flavium Felicem was written
around 500 A.D. by a Christian in Africa. It concerns the resurrection of
the dead and the judgment of God. > Its purpose is to describe Paradise and
Hell (Gehenna) and to explain the omnipotence of God and the fall of
Adam, which brought death in its wake. God keeps the souls of the dead in
various places, awaiting the Last Judgment. The poem next gives proofs of
the resurrection of the dead and describes that resurrection along with
God’s judgment. In a lengthy passage Paradise is described as a place
abounding with flowers, precious gems, trees, gold, honey, and milk,
where four rivers flow from a tranquil source in an eternal springtime,
where the climate is moderate and the sun always shines, and where the
chosen are free of care, sin, and illness and dwell in peace everlasting. The
poem concludes with a brief account of the destruction of the world by
fire, mentioning a river of fire, the wailing of the damned, and the need to
repent before death, for it is too late to repent in Hell, where the damned
can be seen calling out to God in vain,

Though nothing in this poem concerns the future Purgatory, except the
vague allusion to the various abodes in which the dead reside, two points
are worth mentioning, First, the accent is much more on Paradise than on
Hell. The poem is still suffused with the optimism of the fourth and fifth
centuries. Second, allusion is made to the prayers of the damned, though it
is stated that these are without effect. This contrasts with the late medieval
convention, which has it that the souls in Purgatory can be distinguished
from those in Hell by the fact that the former pray, whereas the latter have
given up on useless supplication.

Bede and Medieval Visions of the Hereafter

Bede, the great Anglo-Saxon churchman, in his Ecclesiastical History of
England, written shortly before his death in 735 at the monastery of
Yarrow, where he spent fifty years that were punctuated by numerous
journeys including several to Rome, recounts a number of visions.” His
purpose is to edify: he wants to prove to his readers that the other world is
real and to inspire enough fear in the living to make them change their way
of life in order to avoid torment after death. Bede’s visions are less didactic,
however, than the exempla of Gregory the Great. For our purposes the
most interesting point about them is this: for the first time we find in one of
these visions a special place set aside in the other world for souls under-
going purgation, a place which is more than just one of the receptacles
described before this time by reference to the Gospel of John.

The first vision, that of Saint Fursey, need not detain us long. Fursey was
an Irish monk who left Ireland for the Continent and who was buried
around 650 at Peronne, where Erchinold, mayor of the palace of Clovis II,
had a sanctuary built over his tomb. Bede bases his account on a life of
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Saint Fursey which was written at Peronne shortly after his death. Whlle
he was living in East Anglia at the monastery of CnobhFresburg, which h.e
had founded, Fursey fell ill and had a vision, in which his sc_)ul departed his
body “from nightfall until the crow of the cock.” .Lookmg down from
Heaven, he saw four fires beneath him: the fire of lying, the fire of greed,
the fire of dissension, and the fire of impiety. Before long these had come
together in a single huge blaze. Flying through this fire are demons as well
as angels, and these fight for possession of the souls of the dead. Three
angels protect Fursey from the fire and the demons: one clears the way apd
the other two protect his flanks. Nevertheless, one demon manages to seize
Fursey and draw him close enough to the fire so that he is licked by its
flames before the angels can intervene. Fursey is burned on the shoulder
and chin. These burns are still visible when he returns to earth, and he
shows them to others. An angel explains to him: “What you ha}'e set afire
has burned in you.” The angel then gives a discourse on penitence and
salvation. After Fursey’s soul has returned to earth, he remains so f.nght-
ened by what he has seen that whenever he think§ abqut it he' begins to
sweat as though it were the height of summer, even if he is only lightly clad
on a cold winter day. . .

The idea of purgatory in this story is vague. No details are given about
the nature of the fire, and the character of Fursey’s burn is an1'b1guou§:
does it represent an ordeal, a punishment for sins, or a purlficatlon? TFus
ambiguity is implicit, however, in the definition of purgatorial fire, which
is not mentioned here by name.

The Vision of Drythelm: A Place Set Aside for Purgation

The vision of Drythelm (or Drycthelm), which constitutc's the twelfth
chapter of book five of the Ecclesiastical History, is'far more important for
our purposes. The hero of the story, Drythelm, is a pious layman, the
father of a family, who lives in the region of Cunningham, near the
Scottish border. One night he becomes gravely ill and dies. At dawn,
however, he revives, causing those watching over his body to flee in terror,
except for his wife, who, though terrified, is happy. Drythe.lm tl}Cn divides
his property into three portions, one for his wife, one for his chlldljen, and
one for the poor, and withdraws to a hermitage attached to the 1sola?ted
monastery of Melrose, located at a bend in the River Twee:d. There he llvc?s
a life of repentance and, when the opportunity presents itself, tells of his
adventure. ‘

A person dressed in shining white leads him eastward through a very
wide, deep, and infinitely long valley, flanked on the left by terrifying
flames and on the right by horrible storms of hail and snow. Both slopes of
the valley are filled with human souls, constantly tossed bacl'< and forth‘ by
the wind. Drythelm thinks that he must be in Hell. But h1§ companion
reads his mind and tells him that “this is not Hell as you imagine. As they
continue it becomes increasingly dark and Drythelm can see nothing but
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the bright shape of his guide. Suddenly, masses of “dusky flame” shoot up
out of a great pit and fall back into it Drythelm finds himself alone,
Human souls rise and fall like sparks in the midst of this flame. This
spectacle is accompanied by inhuman cries and laughter, and the stench is
terrible. Drythelm pays particular attention to the tortures inflicted on five
souls, including a clergyman, recognizable by his tonsure, a layman, and a
woman (we are in a world of binary oppositions: clerk/layman, man/
woman—these three figures represent all of human society, and the two
others remain in a mysterious penumbra). Devils surround him and
threaten to grab him with glowing tongs, and Drythelm thinks he is lost,
but all at once a light appears, like a brilliant star that grows in size, and
sends the devils fleeing. His companion has returned, and he now leads
Drythelm off in another direction, toward the light. They come to a wall so
long and high that his eye cannot take it in, but in some incomprehensible
way they pass through it and Drythelm finds himself in a vast, green
meadow, full of flowers, fragrant, and bathed in a brilliant light. Men in
white are gathered there in happy groups. Drythelm thinks he has arrived
in the Kingdom of Heaven, but again his companion reads his mind and
tells him, “No, this is not the Kingdom of Heaven as you imagine.” As
Drythelm makes his away across this meadow, he sees an even more
brilliant light ahead and hears the sweet sound of people singing; the
fragrance he now smells makes the sweetness of the meadow that pleased
him eatlier seem a trifle. He is hoping to enter the marvelous place he has
glimpsed when his guide forces him to turn back. When they reach the
place where the white-clad souls were gathered, his companion asks him,
“Do you know what all these things are that you have seen?” The answer
is no. His companion then continues:

“The valley that you saw, with its horrible burning flames and
icy cold, is the place where souls are tried and punished who
have delayed to confess and amend their wicked ways [scelera),
and who at last had recourse to penitence at the hour of death,
and so depart this life. Because they confessed and were peni-
tent, although only at death, they will all be admitted into the
Kingdom of Heaven on the Day of Judgment. But many are
helped by the prayers, alms, and fasting of the living, and
especially by the offering of Masses, and are therefore set free
before the Day of Judgment. The fiery noisome pit that you saw
is the mouth of Hell, and whosoever falls into it will never be
delivered throughout eternity. This flowery place, where you
see these fair young people so happy and resplendent, is where
souls are received who die having done good, but are not so
perfect as to merit immediate entry into the Kingdom of
Heaven. But at the Day of Judgment they shall all see Christ
and enter upon the joys of His heavenly Kingdom. And who-
ever are perfect in word, deed, and thought, enter the Kingdom
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of Heaven as soon as they leave the body. The Kingdom is
situated near the place where you heard the sound of sweet
singing, with the sweet fragrance and glorious light. You must
now return to your body and live among men once more; but,
if you will weigh your actions with greater care and study to
keep your words and ways virtuous and simple, then when you
die you too will win a home among these happy spirits that you
see. For, when I left you for a while, I did so in order to discover
what your future would be.”?

These words fill Drythelm with sadness at the thought of having to return
to his body, and he eagerly contemplates the beauty and charm of the place
he is in and the rest of the company there with him. But while he is
wondering how he might ask his guide a question, and before he dares to
do so, he finds himself back among the living.

This text would be an important milestone on the road to Purgatory if it
did not leave out a number of important elements of the future doctrine
and if it had not been written at the dawn of an era that turned its attention
away from the problems of purgation in the hereafter.

What it does contain is a place set aside especially for purgation. The
nature of that place, moreover, is described in detail. Not only are the souls
there punished alternately by heat and cold, to the point where Drythglm
thinks he is in Hell, but we are also told that this place is one of examina-
tion and punishment, not of purification in the proper sense of the word.
The kind of sin that brings a soul to this place is specified: it s a question of
grave sins, scelera. The situation of the soul before death is also speciﬁeq:
the soul that goes to this place is the one that confesses and repents in
extremis. We are told, further, that the souls here are guaranteed eternal
salvation. We are told, too, what the various kinds of suffrage are: in
ascending order of value, there are prayers, alms, fasts, and above all
eucharistic sacrifices. The ultimate effect of these suffrages is to reduce the
duration of purgation, which confirms that the time of purgation is set
between death and resurrection and that the maximum term runs until
Judgment Day.

What is lacking is the word “purgation” itself and, more generally, any
word derived from “to purge.” Doubtless Bede is here sacrificing to the
exigencies of a literary genre, carefully omitting all canonical terms and
even all references to authority, even though the presence of the Bible and
Augustine can be felt between the lines. And yet a place that is not named
does not quite exist in the full sense of the word. .

Most important of all, perhaps, is that, in keeping with Augustine’s
views concerning the non valde mali and the non valde bom',' the not-
entirely-bad and the not-entirely-good, there is not one intermediary place
but two—one of harsh punishment, the other of joyful anticipation, one
practically an appendage of Hell, the other of Paradise. The system that
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underlies the vision of Drythelm is still a binary system: an apparently
impenetrable wall separates an eternal Hell and a temporary Hell from
Pa_radise everlasting and its antechamber. Before Purgatory can come into
existence as such, a ternary system must be established. Even if, geographi-
cally speaking, Purgatory will remain cast down into the nether regions
near Hell, it is not Purgatory until a better system of communications is
installed between it and Paradise: the wall must come down.

Almost a century later, in southern Germany, a monk by the name of
Wetti died at Reichenau on November 4, 824, after telling of a vision he
had on the eve of his death. Subsequently the story was written down at the
behest of the abbot of the monastery, Heito. Shortly thereafter, the poet
Walahfrid Strabo, the abbot of Saint Gall, put it into verse.”

A Bizarre, Baroque Vision of the Other World: Wetti

Lying ill, Wetti is resting in his cell with his eyes closed though he is not
asleep. Satan, disguised as a priest but with a black face so ugly that his
eyes are swallowed by his flesh, appears to the monk and threatens him
with instruments of torture. Meanwhile, an army of demons prepares to
shut Wetti up inside a sort of torture chamber. But the Lord in his mercy
sends a group of men, splendidly and decently clad in monastic garb and
speaking Latin, to drive the demons away. An incredibly beautiful angel,
clad in purple, then comes to Wetti’s bedside and speaks affectionately to
him. This ends the first part of the vision. The prior of the monastery and
another brother come to help the sick monk. Wetti tells them what has just
happened and asks them to intercede in order to obtain forgiveness for his-
sins, while he himself, making a familiar monastic gesture of penance,
prostrates himself with his arms in the form of a cross. The two brothers
sing the seven psalms of penance. Wetti returns to his bed and asks for the
Dzalogues of Gregory the Great. After reading nine or ten pages, he asks
his visitors to go and rest and he prepares to do the same. The same angel
that he had seen earlier clad in purple reappears, this time dressed in
resplendent white and congratulates the monk for what he has just done.
In particular he recommends that Wetti read and reread Psalm 118.%
‘ The angel leads him down a pleasant road until they come to an
immensely high and incredibly beautiful range of mountains, which seem
to be made of marble and which are surrounded by a great river in which a
multitude of the damned are being punished. Wetti recognizes many of
them. In another place he views the many and varied tortures inflicted on
numerous priests and the women they have seduced, who are immersed in
fire up to their genitals. In a misshapen castle of wood and stone from
which smoke is pouring he seeks monks who, the angel tells him, have
been sent here for purgation (ad purgationem suam). He also sees a
mountain, at the summit of which is an abbot who died a decade earlier
and who has been placed there not for his eternal damnation but rather for
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his purgation. A bishop who should have prayed for this abbot is suffering

infernal puishment on the other side of the mountain. Also living there is a

prince who once ruled Italy and the Roman people, whose sexual parts are

being torn by an animal, though the rest of his body is left untouched.

Wetti is dumbfounded by the sight of this defender of the Catholic faith

and Church (who is none other than Charlemagne, mentioned by name in

Walahfrid Strabo’s poem) being tortured in this way. The angel tells him

that this person, many of whose actions were admirable and praiseworthy,

had nonetheless given himself over to illicit loves. But ultimately he will

number among the elect. Wetti sees many other judges, laymen, and

monks, some in glory, some in pain. He then goes to a place of great beauty

where he comes upon gold and silver arches. The King of Kings, the Lord

of Lords, moves forward with a retinue of saints, and the splendor is too

much for human eyes to behold. The angel urges the saints to intervene on

Wetti’s behalf, and they do so. From the throne a voice answers them:

“His conduct should have been exemplary, and it was not.” Wetti then

sees the glory of the blessed martyrs, who also ask God to pardon his sins.

The voice from the throne says that he should first have asked forgiveness

of all those who had been led into sin by his bad example. They then go to a
place where there is a host of holy virgins, who also intercede in Wetti’s
behalf. The Lord says that if the doctrine he taught was correct, if his
example was good, and if he corrected those he led into evil, he will grant
their request. The angel then explains that among all the horrible vices
committed by men, one is particularly offensive to God: the sin against
nature, sodomy. The angel then gives a long disquisition on sins to be
shunned and particularly exhorts Wetti to invite the Germans and the
Gauls to be humble and to live in voluntary poverty. In a digression he
discusses the sins of feminine congregations. He then returns to the vice of
sodomy and expatiates on the subject at length, explaining that epidemics
befall men on account of their sins. He particularly recommends unfailing
diligence in the service of God, the opus Dei. In passing he mentions that a
certain count Geraud who governed Bavaria for Charlemagne and showed
great zeal in the defense of the Church has been rewarded with eternal life.
Then, after saying a good deal more besides, the angel takes his leave of
Wetti, who, as dawn approaches, awakens and dictates his vision. A very
realistic account of the monk’s final moments concludes the story.

This extraordinary vision is worthy of detailed analysis. Here I shall
concentrate entirely on three points of particular significance for the future
Purgatory: the emphasis on purgation in the other world, the significance
of the mountain as the site of temporary punishment (looking forward to
the mountain of Dante’s Purgatory, which makes its appearance at the end
of our period), and the presence in this place of punishment of Charle-
magne, for having succumbed to the temptations of the flesh. Indeed, this
is one of the earliest instances of a legend that enjoyed wide currency in the
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Middle Ages: the legend that Charlemagne had had illicit relations with
his sister and that he was, therefore, the father of Roland. At a later date
we will see Charlemagne’s grandfather Charles Martel being tortured in
the other world for having confiscated the Church’s property. But Charles
Martel would ultimately be damned along with Theodoric, while Charle-
magne is “ultimately saved.””*

If Charlemagne and his sin figure in Wetti’s vision, it is the whole
Carolingian dynasty that is featured in another astonishing vision, which
dates from the late ninth century and which is probably the best example
we have of that popular medieval pastime, the politicization of apocalyptic
literature.*

The Politicization of the Other World: The Vision
of Charles the Fat

Below is the complete text of the vision of Charles the Fat, probably
composed shortly after his death in 888. It was intended to further the
cause of Louis, the son of Boson and Hermegarde, the only daughter of
Emperor Louis I the Younger, the son of Lothar and nephew of Charles
the Fat. Louis III, known as “the Blind,” was in fact proclaimed king in
890 and Holy Roman Emperor by Pope Benedict IV in 900. He was
dethroned by his rival Berenger, who, following the Byzantine custom, had
the deposed emperor’s eyes put out. The text is the work of someone in the
entourage of the archbishop of Reims, and it affirms the intercessory
power of Saint Rémi, the patron saint of the archiepiscopal see of that city.
It runs as follows:

An account of a vision of Charles, emperor, after his own
statement:

In the name of God, the sovereign king of kings, I, Charles, by
the grace of God king of the Germans, patrician of the Ro-
mans, and emperor of the Franks, do hereby declare that,
during the holy night of a Sunday, after celebrating the Lord’s
evening service, [ went to lie down to rest, and I wanted to sleep
and take a nap, whereupon a terrible voice spoke to me, saying:
“Charles, thy spirit will soon leave thee and a vision reveal to
thee the just judgment of God and certain signs regarding it;
but subsequently thy spirit will return in a great time.”
Immediately afterward my spirit was abducted by a figure of
great whiteness, and in his hand he held a ball of wool that gave
off a ray of extremely clear light, as comets do when they
appear. Then he began to unroll the ball and said to me: “Take
a strand of shining wool and tie it firmly around the thumb of
your right hand, because it will guide you through the laby-
rinth of infernal punishments.” Saying this he went quickly
before me, unrolling the shining thread as he went, and led me
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into deep, blazing valleys full of pits in which pitch, sulphur,
lead, wax, and soot were burning. There I came upon the
prelates of my father and my uncles. When I asked them with
terror why these painful torments were being inflicted on them,
they answered: “We were the bishops of thy father and thy
uncles. But rather than give them and their people counsel of
peace and concord, we sowed discord and were the instigators
of evil. That is why we are burning now and undergoing
infernal tortures along with other lovers of murder and plun-
der. Thy bishops too shall come to this place along with the
host of thy satellites who are pleased today to act in the same
way.”

As I listened, trembling, to these words, flying demons, black
all over, tried to seize with iron hooks the shining thread that I
held in my hand and draw me toward them, but the glare of the
rays prevented them from getting close to the thread. Then they
ran at me from behind and tried to hook me and throw me
down into the pits of sulphur; but my guide, who held the
glowing ball, cast a thread from it down on my shoulders and
wrapped it round me and then pulled me forcefully along
behind him, and thus we climbed very high mountains of fire
from which there flowed forth burning swamps and rivers in
which all sorts of metals were boiling. There I came upon
countless souls of my father’s and brothers’ men and lords who
had been thrown in, some up to their hair, others up to their
chins, and yet others up to their navels, and they all shouted at
me and screamed: ““During our life we loved to do battle at thy
side and at the side of thy father and brothers and uncles, and
to commit murder and to plunder out of earthly greed; that is
why we are undergoing torment in these boiling rivers in the
midst of all sorts of metals.”

As I listened timidly to these words, | heard behind me souls
shouting, “These great men must endure a boiling river flowing
from furnaces of pitch and sulphur and full of great dragons,
scorpions, and serpents of many species.” I also saw others of
my father’s lords and the lords of my uncles and brothers, as
well as my own, who said to me: “Woe unto us. Charles, thou
seest what painful torments we must endure in return for our
wickedness and our pride as well as for the wicked counsel we
gave out of greed to the king and thyself.” While they made
these protests to me, moaning all the while, dragons ran to-
ward me, their mouths open and full of fire, sulphur, and pitch,
and they would swallow me up. But my guide thrice wrapped
the luminous thread around me more tightly still, and its bright
rays outshone their fiery gullets as he pulled me along even
more vigorously than before.

We then went down into a valley which on one side was dark
but hot as an oven and on the other side more pleasant and
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charming than I can say. I turned toward the side that was in
darkness and vomiting flames and saw there several kings from
my family, who were undergoing great torture. And then I was
gripped by a deep anguish, for I immediately imagined myself
subjected to such tortures by the giants, black from head to toe,
who roasted the valley in fire of every variety. Trembling, my
way lighted before me by the radiant thread, I saw a momen-
tary light on one side of the valley, and two wells from which
liquid was flowing. One was boiling, but the other was clear
and tepid, and there were two pools. As I approached the
latter, guided by the thread, my gaze was fixed on the pool
filled with boiling water, in which I saw Louis, my father,*
standing up to his thighs.

He was suffering from extreme pain, which aggravated his
anguish, and he said to me: “Monseigneur Charles, have no
fear, I know that thy soul will return to thy body. God has
permitted thee to come here in order to show thee the sins for
which I and the others thou hast seen are undergoing such
torments. One day I must stand in this pool of boiling water,
but the next day I am transported to the other, where the water
is very cool. This I owe to the prayers of Saint Peter and Saint
Rémi, under whose patronage our royal race has reigned until
now. But if thou comest quickly to my aid, thou and my
liegemen, bishops, abbots, and clergy, by means of masses,
offerings, psalmodies, vigils, and alms, I shall soon be delivered
from this pool of boiling water, for my brother Lothar and his
son Louis have already been reprieved from this punishment
thanks to the prayers of Saint Peter and Saint Rémi, and they
have already been led to the joy of God’s paradise.” Then he
said to me: “Look to thy left.” I looked and saw two deep
pools. “Those,” he added, “have been made ready for thee, if
thou change not thy ways and do no penance for thy abomi-
nable crimes.”

I then began to shiver terribly. Upon seeing the fright that
had taken hold of my mind, my companion said to me: “Fol-
low me to the right, toward the splendid valley of paradise.”
We moved on and I contemplated the sight of my uncle Lothar
seated beside glorious kings in a bright light on a stone of
topaz, which was extraordinary in size. He was crowned by a
precious diadem, and near him he had his son Louis, wearing a
similar crown. When he saw me draw near, he questioned me
in a friendly way, and in a strong voice said, “Charles, my
successor, who now reignest in security in the Empire of the
Romans, come to me; I know that thou hast passed through a
place of expiation where thy father, who is my brother, has
been placed in a steam bath that was made ready for him. But
the mercy of God will soon deliver him from these pains, just as
we ourselves have been delivered from them by the merits of
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Saint Peter and the prayers of Saint Rémi, upon whom God has
conferred a supreme apostolate over the kings of the Francs
and the whole Frankish race. If this saint had not given succor
and aid to the survivors of our posterity, our family would
already have ceased to reign and to wield the imperial power.
Know therefore that this imperial power will soon be wrested
from thy hands, and that thou shalt live but a short while
thereafter.” Then, turning toward me, Louis said to me: “The
empire of the Romans that thou hast possessed until now as a
hereditary title is to pass to Louis, the son of my daughter.”
With these words it seemed to me that Louis the child appeared
before us.

Fixing him steadily, his grandfather said to me, “This little
child is like the one whom the Lord set down in the midst of his
disciples when he said: ‘The kingdom of heaven belongs to
these children; I say unto you that their angels always look
upon the face of my Father, who art in heaven.’ As for thee,
transfer the power to this child by that thread that thou holdest
in thy hand.” Untying the thread from the thumb of my right
hand, I gave him, through this thread, the whole of the imperial
monarchy. Immediately the whole glowing ball was accumu-
lated in his hand, as though it were a radiant sun. Thus it came
to pass, that after having this miraculous vision, my spirit
returned into my body, but I was very tired and filled with
terror. To conclude, let it be known to all, whether they like it
or not, that all of the empire of the Romans will come into his
hands, in keeping with the will of God. But I am incapable of
acting in his behalf, prevented as I am by the approach of the
moment when the Lord will call me. God who rules the living
and the dead will complete and confirm this work, for his
eternal reign and his universal empire shall endure forever and
ever.*

This text, which we know to have been read by Dante, shows how great
was the need, even in the absence of theoretical reflection, to set apart from
Hell, in which the grand personages of Charles’s vision presumably reside,
another place, a place from which it is theoretically possible to exit. The
items of detail are also invaluable for our purposes. The theme, borrowed
from folklore, of the glowing ball of wool which serves as a sort of
Ariadne’s thread occurs again in the work of Gervase of Tilbury, where it
figures in the story of a witch who lived in Reims in the late twelfth
century. A prominent place is given to the themes of heat and cold and to
the mitigation of punishments. And we glimpse one of the reasons why the
punishment of sins in the other world was described: as a way of extorting
favors from the living.

To conclude this discussion of some of the visions that enriched the
ways in which the other world was imagined between the seventh and
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eleventh centuries, I should also mention a poem composed between 1010
and 1024 by Egbert of Liege, the Fecunda Ratis, which harks back to
ancient literary forms and to the ancient concept of two fires, one purgato-
rial, the other eternal. Purgatorial fire is discussed in verses 231—40, where
mention is made of rivers of fire and slight sins; the authorities invoked are
John 2:3, Daniel 7:10, and Ezekiel 24:11. Verses 241—48 deal with eternal
fire and mention an infernal lake, well, and abyss.*

THE LITURGY: PURGATORY NEAR AND FAR

The third avenue to explore along the road to Purgatory is that of liturgy.
Paradoxically, this is at once perhaps the most abundant source of mate-
rial for the new doctrine and the most disappointing. Even though we find
few if any allusions to the remission of sins after death, the growing fervor
of the living in praying for the dead helped to lay the groundwork for
Purgatory.

Epitaphs have been read as one sign of the Christian concern for their
dead. Other signs of this concern are also found in liturgy. What is
requested in prayer is, if not immediate access to Paradise, then at least the
promise of future life and tranquil repose in the meantime. Refrigerium
(refreshment) and the bosom of Abraham were the terms in which this
desire was most commonly couched. The most frequently used formula
refers to a “place of refreshment, light, and peace.”

It is possible to distinguish three versions of the prayer for the dead in
the early Middle Ages: the “old Gelasian” prayer (that is, from the
so-called Gelasian sacramentary); Alcuin’s prayer, which in the ninth
century became the most widely known version and which is still found in
the Roman pontifical today; and the Gallican prayer, which comes from a
sacramentary of Saint-Denis dating from the ninth century, and examples
of which can be found as late as the sixteenth century.

Here is Alcuin’s prayer:

O God, for whom everything lives and for whom our bodies do
not perish when they die but are changed into something
better, we beg thee to order thy holy angels to take the soul of
thy servant and lead it to the bosom of thy friend, the patriarch
Abraham, to be revived on the last day of the great judgment;
and whatever in the way of vice may have sullied thy servant’s
soul owing to the devil’s deceit, by thy devotion, mercy, and
indulgence, O Lord, wipe it clean, forever and ever.*

Broadly speaking, two things limit the importance of liturgical literature
for a study of the inception of Purgatory. First, the liturgy deliberately
avoids mention of punishment or expiation beyond the grave. When, as in
the sacramentary of Hadrian, allusion is made to “purged souls” (anima
purgata), remission of sin is meant. The eucharistic offering suggests the
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possibility of ““final redemption and eternal salvation of the soul.” Accord-
ing to certain sacramentaries, “‘the eucharistic offering breaks the chains of
the empire of the dead and leads the soul into the abode of life and light.”*’
The liturgical texts are deliberately euphemistic, optimistic. It is notewor-
thy that a preface in the Bobbio missal, for example, repeats verbatim the
words of Augustine’s prayer for his mother. Joseph Ntedika has shrewdly
noted that, although Gregory the Great was ““the first to explain the prayer
for the dead in terms of the doctrine of Purgatory”” and was followed in
this by Isidore of Seville, Bede, and others, this way of looking at the
matter had “no influence on the liturgical formularies.” The relative
autonomy of different spheres in history, of which this is one example,
should give pause to all historians: we must resign ourselves to the fact that
in history things do not all move at the same pace.

Second, liturgy, by its very function, is naturally conservative. The
introduction to the memento for the dead in the canon of the mass
probably dates back at least as far as Gregory the Great, but the text of
which it forms a part remained unchanged until Vatican II: “From the
beginning of the fifth century on, the portion of our Roman canon from
the Te igitur to the words of the Institution has had substantially the same
form that it has today.””*® Although this memento is omitted from the
Gregorian sacramentary sent by Hadrian I to Charlemagne, the reason for
this is simply that in Rome it was always omitted from Sunday masses and
solemn services. This invocation, which was considered a mere gesture of
respect toward the dead, was pronounced only in weekday masses.

Two further remarks are called for if we are to have a proper apprecia-
tion of the development of Purgatory in the general religious climate of the
early Middle Ages. First, as Damien Sicard points out, religious ritual
changed noticeably during the Carolingian era: “God was now deliber-
ately represented as a judge. Appeal was made to his justice almost as
much as to his mercy.” The Last Judgment was evoked. The dying were
“supposed to be purified, cleansed of their sins and errors.” Concern
about the sins of the deceased, which had been absent from the ancient
liturgy, now began to make itself felt in expressions of fear and in “the first
glimmerings of thought about the other world.” But this other world
consisted of only two places: Heaven and Hell. Carolingian liturgy intro-
duced not the hope of Purgatory but growing fear of Hell, coupled with the
more tenuous hope of Heaven. As early as the eighth century the Bobbio
missal proposed a prayer to enable a dead soul to “escape the place of
punishment, the fire of Gehenna, and the flames of Tartarus, and to reach
the region of the living.”” Another ritual included these words: “‘Free him,
O Lord, from the princes of darkness and the places of punishment, from
all the perils of hell and the snares of punishment.”

The second remark is this: throughout the early Middle Ages, the liturgy
emphasized the idea of a first resurrection. Prayers for the dead accord-
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ingly figured in a millenarian context. The basis for this was Revelation
20:6: “Blessed and holy is he that hath part in the first resurrection.” This
passage was given currency by Origen and Ambrose, among others. Most
liturgical texts included the words, “May he take part in the first resurrec-
tion” (habeat partem in prima resurrectione).

Damien Sicard has made use of Dom Botte’s work in attempting to
determine what problems were raised by this belief in a first resurrection.
“This old liturgical formula,” Sicard writes, “has a millenarian flavor
which suggests that, during the time when the Gallican and Gelasian
rituals were in use, people were not far from imagining that after death
there is an intermediary place, a place of the first resurrection, where it is
desirable and enviable to reign with Christ for a thousand years. . . . I
wish, though, that our liturgical texts told us a little more than they do
about what was meant by this intermediary place. Like the early Roman
euchologion, they follow the Gospel of Luke in calling this place the
bosom of Abraham, Heaven, or the Kingdom, terms that appear to have
been used interchangeably.” Change, he goes on, is in “the direction of
belief in an intermediate place of tranquillity, a gentle paradise, in which
the soul, redeemed from all its sins, waits in sweetness and light for the day
of resurrection. But nothing in this conception suggests the purification,
the punishment for already pardoned sins, that we associate with the
current idea of Purgatory.” :

It seems to me that this intermediate place of tranquillity is none other
than the bosom of Abraham, or again, the meadow inhabited by souls clad
in white in Bede’s Vision of Drythelm. It is also the sabbath of souls
awaiting the eighth day, that is, the resurrection described at length in
many monastic documents.* But, just as Purgatory, after its inception,
required the elimination of the class of souls that Augustine called the non
valde boni, the not entirely good, and retained only the rnon valde mali or
the mediocriter boni et mali, the average sinner, so too did it require the
disappearance of that heavenly antechamber, the bosom of Abraham and
its equivalents.

THE COMMEMORATION OF THE DEAD: CLUNY

The Christian liturgy showed its concern for the dead elsewhere than in the
memento for the dead in the canon of the mass and in prayer for the dead.
Roman sacramentaries attest that masses for the dead were celebrated not
on the day of burial but on successive anniversaries of that day, as a
commemoration. But the best evidence for the remembrance of the dead is
undoubtedly provided by mortuary registers. During the Carolingian era
registers were kept in certain monasteries on which were inscribed the
names of persons both living and dead for mention during the canon of the
mass. Known as Books of Life (libri vitae)," these registers took the place
of the older diptychs, waxen tablets on which the names of those who had

124

THE EARLY MIDDLE AGES

donated offerings were recorded. Later the dead and the living parted
company. Monastic communities inscribed the names of their dead on
“rolls,” and these rolls were circulated so as to keep all the monasteries of
the community informed.* This practice was in use as early as the seventh
century in Ireland. Later the “necrologies” and “obituaries” made their
appearance. Necrologies were lists of the dead kept in the margins of a
calendar and read out at the office of prime, either in the choir or in the
chapter. Obituaries were not normally read but were used as reminders of
anniversary services provided for by certain persons before their death,
requiring certain “services of mercy” (usually distribution of alms). K.
Schmid and J. Wollash have called attention to the changes that took place
between the Carolingian era (ninth and tenth centuries) and the time of the
Gregorian reforms (end of the eleventh century). In particular, it became
customary to mention the dead individually, by name, rather than as a
group. The Carolingian libri memoriales contain from 15,000 to 40,000
names. The Cluniac necrologies mention no more than fifty to sixty names
per calendar day. From this time forward “liturgical remembrance was
guaranteed forever to the dead mentioned in these lists by name.” This
inaugurated the age of death as an individual phenomenon.* Schmid and
Wollasch stress the role of the Cluniac order in this development. As W.
Jorden has said, “when it came to the care of the dead, Cluny was
original.”*

Indeed, although Cluny generally devoted its attention to dead indi-
viduals from the ruling class and thus respected the elitist character of the
new bonds between the dead and the living, once a year it solemnly
extended the benefits of the liturgy to all the dead. In the eleventh century,
probably between 1024 and 1033, Cluny began commemorating the dead
on November 2, the day after All Saints’ Day. The prestige of the Cluniac
order was such that before long the “Day of the Dead” was being cele-
brated throughout Christendom. This solemn new bond between the
living and the dead cleared the ground for the inception of Purgatory. But
Cluny also cleared the ground in another, even more direct way. Shortly
after the death of the abbot Odilo in 1049, the monk Jotsuald reported the
following fact in the life of Saint Odilo that he was then writing:

The lord bishop Richard told me of this vision, which I had
heard spoken about but without remembering the slightest
detail. One day, he told me, a monk from Rouergue was on his
way back from Jerusalem. While on the high seas between
Sicily and Thessalonika, he encountered a violent wind, which
drove his ship onto a rocky islet inhabited by a hermit, a
servant of God. When our man saw the seas calm, he chatted
about one thing and another with this hermit. The man of God
asked him what nationality he was, and he answered that he
was Aquitanian. Then the man of God asked if he knew a
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monastery which bears the name of Cluny, and the abbot of
this place, Odilo. He answered: “I knew him, indeed knew him
well, but I would like to know why you are asking me this
question.” And the other replied: “I am going to tell you, and I
beg you to remember what you are about to hear. Not far from
where we are there are places where, by the manifest will of
God, a blazing fire spits with the utmost violence. For a fixed
length of time the souls of sinners are purged there in various
tortures. A host of demons are responsible for renewing these
torments constantly: each day they inflict new pain and make
the suffering more and more intolerable. I have often heard the
lamentations of these men, who complain violently. God’s
mercy in fact allows these condemned souls to be delivered
from their pains by the prayers of monks and by alms given to
the poor in holy places. Their complaints are addressed above
all to the community of Cluny and its abbot. By God I beg of
you, therefore, if you have the good fortune to regain your
home and family, to make known to this community what you
have heard from my mouth, and to exhort the monks to
multiply their prayers, vigils, and alms for the repose of souls
enduring punishment, in order that there might be more joy in
heaven, and that the devil might be vanquished and thwarted.

Upon returning to his country, our man faithfully conveyed
this message to the holy father abbot and the brothers. When
they heard him, the brothers, their hearts running over with
joy, gave thanks to God in prayer after prayer, heaping alms
upon alms, working tirelessly that the dead might rest in peace.
The holy father abbot proposed to all the monasteries that the
day after All Saints’ Day, the first day of November, the mem-
ory of all the faithful should be celebrated everywhere in order
to secure the repose of their souls, and that masses, with psalms
and alms, be celebrated in public and in private, and that alms
be distributed unstintingly to all the poor. Thus would hard
blows be struck at the diabolical enemy and Christians suffer-
ing in Gehenna would cherish the hope of divine mercy.

A few years later the celebrated Italian monk and cardinal, Peter Da-
mian, wrote another life of Odilo, almost all of which was copied from
Jotsuald’s life and which made this little story famous.* Jacopo da Varazze
(Jacobus da Voragine) echoed it in his Golden Legend in the thirteenth
century: “Saint Peter Damian recounts that Saint Odilo, abbot of Cluny,
after learning that the cries and shrieks of demons were heard, in the
vicinity of a volcano in Sicily, complaining that the souls of the dead were
plucked from their hands by alms and prayers, ordered that the dead be
commemorated in his monasteries on the day after All Saints’ Day. Which
was subsequently approved by all the Church.” But this account is from
the mid-thirteenth century: it interprets the episode in terms of Purgatory,
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which by that time existed in the full sense of the word. But when Jotsuald
and Peter Damian were composing the Life of Odilo, Purgatory had not
yet been born. Cluny marks an essential milestone along the way. The
story gives us a definite spot: a mountain that spits fire. And the monastery
established a crucial ritual of commemoration: the dead, especially those
in need of suffrages, now had a day of their own in the calendar of the
Church.
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THE TWELFTH CENTURY
THE BIRTH OF PURGATORY



The Century of the
Great Advance

HE twelfth century was an explosive one for Latin Christendom,

The system of social relations, having matured slowly, was no

longer what it had been. Slavery had disappeared for good and the
great estates of late antiquity and the early Middle Ages were profoundly
altered. The seigneurial system took hold, bringing with it a twofold
system of domination, a dual hierarchy. First there was the fundamental
cleavage between the rulers, the lords, and the mass of peasants over
whom they held dominion within the limits of the seigneury. By virtue of
this dominion the lords confiscated a considerable share of the product of
peasant labor, either as rent in kind or, increasingly, as money rent (also as
labor services, though corvées were on the wane); these exactions consti-
tuted the so-called feudal rent. The lords ruled the peasants (including
both the manants, or peasants who remained on the seigneury, and the
morally contemptible vilains, or men of the old demesne) by means of
various seigneurial rights, the most significant of which, apart from those
related to the exaction of rent, involved powers of justice. Within the
ruling class there grew up a second social division. The owners of the most
important castles came to constitute an aristocracy which dominated the
minor and middling nobility of knights, chevaliers, through relations of
vassalage. In exchange for a range of services, primarily military but also
including assistance and counsel, the seigneur extended his protection to
the vassal and frequently gave him means of subsistence, generally in the
form of a piece of land, a fief.

Taken together, these various elements constitute what is known as the
feudal system. Although feudal relations were clearly defined in law only
for the upper strata of feudal society, the lords and their vassals, that
society could not have existed or functioned as such without the ties that
linked lords and peasants, generally defined in rather vague terms by what
were known as customs [coutumes].

I want to draw a distinction between this feudal system [ féodalité] and
feudalism [féodalisme] in general. The feudal system as it existed in
medieval Europe was a specific historical embodiment of a more general
phenomenon to which I shall refer as feudalism, which has existed (and
still exists) in various parts of the world at various times. Though harsh for
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the subjugated masses, the feudal system did allow society as a whole to
achieve an exceptional rate of growth—growth evident, to begin with, in
population: between the beginning of the eleventh century and the middle
of the thirteenth century, the population of Latin Christendom almost
doubled. Other evidence of growth is apparent in the countryside: fields
were expanded and yields increased thanks in part to technological prog-
ress, to an increase in the intensity of cultivation. Urban growth was
spectacular in this period: the growth of the cities was based on exploita-
tion of the agricultural surplus, on the availability of artisanal labor, and
on the renewal of trade, all of which depended on the establishment of an
urban society which, though linked to feudal structures, introduced a new
element which, at least in part, worked against those structures—the free
middle class of artisans and merchants out of which emerged the
bourgeoisie, with a new system of values linked to labor, to calculation, to
peace, and to a certain equality, to a horizontal as opposed to a vertical
hierarchy, in which the most powerful were able to lead others without
dominating them.

New ways of describing society and propounding social norms
emerged. These were based on the old tripartite ideology, of remote
Indo-European origins, revivified by historical developments. The clergy
had a structural role to play in feudal society as a prop for seigneurial
domination (and remember that ecclesiastical seigneuries were among the
most powerful of all): the Church became the ideological guarantor of the
social system, but its religious dimension transcended that system. The
Church’s sense of superiority was reinforced by the Gregorian reform,
which made the clergy into a celibate society unsullied by sexuality and in
direct contact with the sacred, which the Church administered according
to the new theory of the seven sacraments. Reminding laymen of the
equality of the faithful and of the superiority of ethical and religious values
over social forms, the clergy was able to stake its claim to primacy among
the three orders, as “that which prays.” The nobles, whose specific func-
tion was military at a time when weaponry and the art of war were also
changing (to take advantage of heavy armor, mounted combat, and for-
tified castles), constituted the second order, “that which fights.” And
finally, in an innovation worthy of note, a third order made its appear-
ance: “that which works,” the composition of which has been the subject
of some dispute. Was it a rural elite engaged in bringing new land under
the plow, or did it include the whole of the toiling masses, urban as well as
rural? Be that as it may, we see here the outlines of a tripartite society as it
was defined in the early eleventh century and amplified in the twelfth: the
society whose three orders were referred to, respectively, as oratores,
bellatores, and laboratores.'

What we have, then, is social growth sanctioned by a new system of
social representations. But this is not all: the twelfth century was also an
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expansionist era, geographically as well as ideologically. It was the century
of the great Crusades. And it was the time of spiritual and intellectual
renewal, with the reform of the monasteries, led by the Carthusians, the
Premonstratensians, and above all the Cistercians, and the inception of
urban schools, which went hand in hand with the development of a new
concept of knowledge and a new philosophical method, scholasticism.

Purgatory found its place as man’s social imagination expanded to
embrace the other world as well as this one. This was also a time of new
religious certitude, which also affected Purgatory. In short, Purgatory was
part of a comprehensive system involving both the social structure and the
way it was conceived, and this new system was an achievement of the
twelfth century.

At this point I propose to change my method somewhat. I want to look at
the evidence in greater detail than I have done thus far, to delve more
deeply into the matter at hand. This I propose to do systematically,
following two lines of approach. The first is theological: I want to follow
the development of the system of redemption, looking at the way this was
related to the development of concepts of sin and penance and to an
articulated doctrine of ultimate ends. Second, I propose to study the
development of the medieval imagination: I want to look first at the nature
of the functions ascribed to fire and then at how the various pieces of
Purgatory were finally put together in the other world.

Until now I have tried to be comprehensive in my approach to cultural
geography and sociology, looking at the whole of Christendom. From this
point on, however, I shall concentrate on the places where the inception of
Purgatory actually occurred, looking I trust at all the important evidence. I
hope to identify where the final elaboration of the doctrine took place and
to locate those regions of this world in which the geography of the next
took root. Finally, since it is my contention that the inception of Purgatory
is the expression of a profound social change, I shall analyze what part
Purgatory played in the birth of the new society. These are the four main
threads of the central portion of this work.
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FOUR
The Fire of Purgatory
The Early Twelfth Century:

Certainty and Hesitation

twelfth century, so far as we are able to tell from documents of

clerical origin, was this: After the Last Judgment men will be
grouped for all eternity into two classes, the saved and the damned. A
man’s fate will be determined essentially by his behavior in life: faith and
good works militate in favor of salvation, impiety and criminal sins
consign the soul to Hell. About the period between death and resurrection
Church doctrine had little of a precise nature to say. According to some
writers, after death the deceased would await determination of their fate
by the Last Judgment, either in the grave or in some dark but neutral
region, such as the sheol of the Old Testament, which was not distin-
guished from the grave. Others, more numerous, believed that souls would
reside in various dwelling places. Of these the most prominent was the
bosom of Abraham, the abode of souls which, while waiting to be admit-
ted to Heaven in the true sense of the word, bide their time in a place of
refreshment and peace. Most believed—and this opinion seems to have
been favored by ecclesiastical authorities—that a final decision was
handed down immediately after death in the case of two categories: first,
those who are entirely good, martyrs and saints, the fully righteous, who
go to Heaven at once and enjoy the ultimate reward, the sight of God, the
beatific vision; and second, those who are entirely bad, who go directly to
Hell. Between the two there were one or two intermediate categories,
depending on which authority we believe. According to Augustine, those
who are not entirely good must undergo a trial before going to Heaven,
and those who are not entirely bad must go to Hell but while there benefit
from some moderation of their torment. Most of those who believed in the
existence of an intermediate category held that the dead awaiting admis-
sion to Heaven would have to undergo some kind of purgation. Here
opinions varied. Some held that this purification would take place at the
moment of the Last Judgment. But again there were various positions
among authorities committed to this view. Some argued that all the dead,
including the righteous, the saints, the martyrs, the apostles, and even
Jesus were required to undergo this trial. For the righteous it would
amount to a mere formality, without consequences, for the godless it

THE Church’s attitude toward the dead at the beginning of the
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would lead to damnation, and for the almost perfect, to purgation. Others
believed that only those who did not go immediately to Heaven would be
subject to this examination.

What was the nature of this purgation? The overwhelming majority of
writers held that it consisted of some sort of fire, largely on the authority of
1 Corinthians 3:10-15. But some held that there were various instruments
of purgation and spoke of “purgatorial punishments” (poenae purgato-
riae). Who was worthy of being subjected to such examination, which,
however painful it might be, was an assurance of salvation? As we have
seen, from the time of Augustine and Gregory the Great, it was believed
that the only souls worthy of this “second chance” were those who had
only “slight sins” to expiate or who, having repented, had not had time
before dying to do penance on earth. When did purgation occur? After
Augustine it was generally believed that it would take place in the period
between death and resurrection. But it might extend beyond this period in
one direction or the other. In Augustine’s own view, trials endured here
below, earthly tribulations, could be the first stages of purgation. Others
believed that purgation took place at the moment of the Last Judgment
and generally held that the “day” of judgment would last long enough so
that purgation would be more than a mere formality.

Where was this purgation supposed to take place? Here opinions were
not so much varied as ambiguous. Most authors said nothing in particular
on the subject. Some thought that a dwelling place was set aside to receive
souls for this purpose. Gregory the Great suggested in his anecdotes that
purgation occurs in the place where the sin was committed. Authors of
imaginary journeys to the other world were not sure where to locate the
purgatorial fire. They were torn between situating it in the upper regions of
Hell, hence in some sort of underground valley, and placing it, as Bede
suggested, on a mountain.

Allin all, there was much hesitation about the nature of this intermedi-
ary place. Although almost everyone agreed that some sort of fire, distinct
from the eternal fire of Gehenna, played a role, few tried to locate that fire,
or if they did were quite vague about it. From the Fathers to the final
representatives of the Carolingian Church, the problem of the hereafter
was essentially that of distinguishing between those who would be saved
and go to Heaven and those who would be damned and sent to Hell. When
all is said and done, the belief that gained the most ground between the
fourth and the eleventh centuries and that helped to prepare the way for
the inception of Purgatory was this: that the souls of the dead could be
helped by prayer, and more particularly by suffrages. In these the faithful
found what they needed both to satisfy their desire to support their
relatives and friends beyond the grave and to sustain their own hopes of
benefiting in turn from similar assistance. Augustine, a shrewd psycholo-
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gist and attentive pastor, says as much in De Cura pro mortuis gerenda.
This belief and its associated practices, which required the intervention of
the Church, in particular for the eucharistic sacrifice, and which afforded
the Church the benefits of alms and other gifts, helped to tighten its control
over the living, who wished to avail themselves of its supposed power to
intervene on behalf of the dead.

In this as in so many other areas, the twelfth century accelerated the pace
of change. By the century’s end Purgatory would exist as a distinct place.
In the meantime pokers stirred the smoldering purgatorial fires. Before
proceeding with the story, however, a preliminary remark is in order.

Handling twelfth-century sources is a delicate matter. The general
growth alluded to above correlates with a marked increase in the number
of written documents. Since the sixteenth century, scholars, especially
nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholars, have been at pains to publish
as many of these documents as possible, and yet many remain unpub-
lished. The documents bear characteristic marks of the period. In order to
make sure that a work would be successful, many twelfth-century derics
did not hesitate to attribute it to an illustrious or familiar author. Hence
the literature of the twelfth century is rife with apocryphal material. In
many cases questions of attribution and authenticity have not been re-
solved. The then new philosophy of scholasticism has left us many docu-
ments that are difficult to attribute to any author, assuming that the word
“author” makes sense when speaking of quaestiones, determinationes,
and reportationes that were often compilations of notes taken by a pupil of
courses given by a master. It was not uncommon for the scribe to mix his
own thoughts or the thoughts of other contemporary authors with the
authentic words of the master. Finally, we possess few original manu-
scripts from the period. The manuscripts we do have were written later,
between the thirteenth and the fifteenth century. In some cases the scribes
have replaced a word of the original text with a word or expression current
in their own time, either unconsciously or in the belief that they were
thereby doing a good turn—for the men of the Middle Ages were inspired
by the quest for eternal, not historical, truth.! In this essay I have been
unable to resolve certain questions, in part because our knowledge of the
Middle Ages is incomplete, but even more because of the very nature of
twelfth-century religious literature, whose multifarious eloquence is too
subtle for the classificatory grids of present-day history, concerned (and
rightly so) mainly with questions of attribution and dating. Nevertheless, I
am convinced by my research and textual analyses that Purgatory did not
exist before 1170 at the earliest.

Purgatory did not exist, but the number of documents showing an
interest in what goes on in the interval between death and the Last
Judgment increased rapidly. The expositions may have been disorderly,
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but this merely reflects the state of work in progress, research under way.
What is increasingly evident in these documents is the concern to specify
the exact location where purgation occurs.

A HESITANT AUTHOR: HONORIUS AUGUSTODUNENSIS

A typical example of this early confusion may be found in the writings of
the mysterious Honorius Augustodunensis, who was probably Irish by
birth but who spent most of his religious life at Ratisbon. Honorius, who,
according to M. Capuyns, was probably the only medieval disciple of
Johannes Scotus Erigena, did indeed have original ideas about the other
world. He believed, for one thing, that the other world did not exist
“materially.” It consisted, rather, of “spiritual places.” What is meant here
by “spiritual” is ambiguous. It may designate a certain corporeal quality,
or it may mean a reality that is purely symbolic, metaphorical. Honorius
hesitated between the two. In the Scalz coeli major, in which he seems to
lean toward the completely immaterial interpretation, he hedges by put-
ting forward a theory of the seven hells (of which this world is the second).
The degree to which these hells are material or immaterial varies from one
to the next.? I am particularly interested in two features of Honorius’s
thought. First of all, he is harshly critical of a spatial conception of
spiritual life. In the Scala coeli major he says the notion that Hell is
underground is purely metaphorical, a way of conjoining the ideas of
inferiority, heaviness, and sadness. He concludes with these words: “Every
place has length, breadth, and height, but since the soul is deprived of these
attributes, it cannot be shut up in any place.”” The same idea occurs again
in his Liber de cognitione verae vitae: “But it seems to me the height of
absurdity to think that souls and spirits, since they are incorporeal, can be
shut up in corporeal places, particularly since any place can be measured
by its height, length, and breadth, whereas the spirit, as is well known, is
deprived of all these attributes.” It seems reasonable to assume that if
Honorius’s way of thinking had triumphed, Purgatory, essentially defined
as a place, would never have been born or would have remained of
secondary importance, largely without influence.

Paradoxically, though, in another work, the Elucidarium, a treatise
summarizing the main truths of the Christian faith, a sort of catechism,
Honorius discusses purgatorial fire, and the passage in which he does so
played a notable role in the gestation of Purgatory. In book three of this
work, a dialogue, Honorius answers questions about the life to come. To a
question about heaven he replies that it is not a corporeal place but the
spiritual abode of the blessed, situated in the intellectual Heaven where
they may contemplate God face to face. His interlocutor asks if this is
where the souls of the just are taken. He answers that this is where the
souls of the perfect are taken when they leave the body. Who are the
perfect? Those who in this life were not content merely to do what was
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prescribed but attempted more: martyrs, monks, and virgins, for example.
The just reside in other dwellings. And who are the just? Those who merely
did gracefully what was prescribed. When they die, their souls are taken by
angels to the earthly paradise; more precisely, they are transported into
spiritual joy, since spirits do not live in corporeal places. There is, more-
over, another category of the just known as the “imperfect.” Though
imperfect they are still inscribed in God’s book. Among these, for exam-
ple, are worthy married couples whose merits are such that they are
received into very pleasant dwellings. Many of the imperfect are granted a
greater glory even before the day of judgment, thanks to the prayers of
saints and the alms of the living; all of them are reunited with the angels
after judgment. Among the elect there are also some who are a long way
from perfection and who delayed doing penance for their sins. These, like
the wicked son who is turned over to a slave to be whipped, are, with the
permission of the angels, handed over to demons to be purged. But the
demons cannot torment them more than they deserve or than the angels
permit,

The questioner next asks how the imperfect may be freed. The master,
that is, Honorius, responds that masses, alms, prayers and other pious
works are the proper means, particularly if the deceased person has
accomplished such works on behalf of others while still alive. Some of the
imperfect are set free on the seventh day, others on the ninth, others at the
end of a year, still others even longer after being handed over to the
demons. Using a mysterious symbolic arithmetic, Honorius then explains
how the length of the sentence is determined.

Finally, he is asked a question that bears most directly on our subject:

DiscipLE: What is purgatorial fire?

MasTER: Some undergo purgation in this life; it may come in
the form of physical pain brought by various ills, or physical
trials laid down by fasting, vigils, or other activities, or the loss
of loved ones or treasured belongings, or pains or illness, or a
want of food or clothing, or, finally, a cruel death. But after
death purgation takes the form of excessive heat or excessive
cold or any other kind of trial, but the least of these trials is
greater than the greatest that one can imagine in this life. While
they are there, angels sometimes appear to them, or saints in
whose honor they did something during their lifetime, bringing
air or a sweet fragrance or some other form of relief, until they
are set free and allowed to enter into that court from which
every taint is banned.

DiscipLE: In what form do they live there?

MASTER: In the form of the bodies they wore in this world. And
it is said of demons that they are given bodies made of air so
that they feel their <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>