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THE LAST PAGAN

VERY thoughtful man, when
he has reached the "forties"
of life, must have developed
some interest in philosophic
thought and have formed
some sort of philosophy of
his own, perhaps intangible
and incommunicable to others,

yet sufficient unto himself. Such men have
lived in every age, and will continue to he
unless the race is to perish of moral inanition.

The history of one such clear and brave
thinker of the Middle Ages, hitherto not mere­
ly forgotten but utterly unknown, is embraced
between the covers of this little book. It is
that of a young medireval student, nurtured in
the academic skepticism prevailing at the Uni­
versity of Paris in the thirteenth century, who
became fascinated with the study of ancient
philosophy, especially Neo-Platonism and
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Aristotelianism, knowledge of which the
Middle Ages acquired through the medium of
Arabic and Jewish thought. Finally, capti­
vated by the glamour of the religion of Julian
and the dead gods, he secretly became a pagan
in thought and feeling.

"The ghosts of words and dusty dreams,
Old memories, faiths infirm and dead,"

to him became "the heritage of splendid,
moving things."

How came this forgotten paladin of pagan­
ism to be discovered? From my boyhood the
imagery and vision of the famous hymn "Jeru·
salem the Golden" J. has had a charm for me,
though I am far from accepting its theology.
The authorship of this medireval Latin poem,
in the original entitled De contemptu mundi,
is ascribed to one Bernard of Cluny, of the
twelfth century. But who was Bernard of
Cluny? Tradition says that he was a Breton.
In the summer of 1906 I attacked the problem
of the authorship of this poem, and, as the
result of researches which need not be entered
into here, came to the conclusion that Bernard,
instead of having been a Breton, was a Pro­
vengal, a son of William V., seigneur of Mont·

1For every thing pertaining to the authorship and
history of this famous hymn of the church see the
late Samuel Macauley Jackson's The source of "Jeru­
salem the Golden," together with a prose translation
by Mr. Hem)' Preble, published by the University of
Chicago Press, 1910.
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pellier in southern France. This" footnote to
history" saw the light in the Cambridge
Journal of Theological Studies in April, 1907.
I never thought of reverting to the subject
again.

In the spring of that same year I went to
France for study, and there was forwarded to
me across the Atlantic once more a letter
which was to prove to be the open door to one
of the most interesting experiences which has
ever befallen me. It was a letter from His
Grace, Fran~ois M. A. de Cabrieres, the bishop
of Montpellier, written in ecclesiastical Latin,
of which this is the translation:

BISHOPRIC OF MONTPELLIER

MONTPELLIER, HERAULT, 19d7,20 maio
Optime Domine:

It was with great astonishment and pleasure that
I saw your article recently published in the last num­
ber of the Journal of Theological Studies.

The town, popularly called Murles, is situated in
my diQcese; but I had never heard that the pious
author of the poem concerning celestial glory was'
born in it, and Neale himself locates the natal place
of our said monk in the town of Morlaix in Brittany,
and asserts that he was born of an English family.

But your opinion is verypleasing to me, and I would
like to know what has been published about the life,
the writings and the poem itself of Bernard, whether
in England, or in Germany, or among us.

I presume this much upon your kindness, and ask
that you will do me the favor to write a brief sum­
mary, in which I may learn to what sources I should
go, what books also to read, in order that I may ac­
quire knowledge readily in regard to this ~atter per-
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taining to my diocese, so distinguished by his birth
and virtues.

If ever, on any day, in travelling through France,
you wish to visit Montpellier, and God be willing to
lengthen my days till that time, it will be an honor
and a pleasure to me to be your guide to the ancient
town of Murles, and we will say our prayers together
not far from the ruins of that old castle where, per­
haps, Bernard was born.

Believe me, Domine Optime, your humble and de­
voted servant in Christ,

FR. M. A. DE CABRIERES,

Bishop of Montpellier.'

10ptime domine:
Maxima admiratione et satisfactione mihi fuit

quod, in ultimo fasciculo Diarii de Theologicis Studiis,
nuperrime edito, tuam viderim notam super identi­
tate Bernardi Cluniacensis. Oppidum, vulgo Mtirles
appellatur, in mea diocesi situm est; sed numquam
audieram in eo natum'fuisse pium auctorem Rhymthi
de gloria celesti: et ipse Neale natalem locum dicti
monachi nostri in urbe Britannire minoris Morlaix
reponit, eumque e familia anglica ortum affirmat. Tua
vero sententia maxima mihi arridet, vellemque cog­
noscere quidquid de vita, scriptis et ipso rhymtho
Bernardi publicatum fnit sic,sive in Anglia, sive in
Germania, et etiam apud nos. mud de benevolentia
prresumo quod mihi digneris scribere summam bre­
vem, in qua passim videre quasnam debeam fontes
adire, quos etiam libros percurrere ut convenienter
de tali diocesano meo, et natalibus et virtutibus prre­
claro notitiam acquirere possim.

Si quadam die, Galliam percurrendo, Montempes­
sulanum visitare desideras, et Deus dies meos ad hoc
usque tempus servare voluerit, ad antiquum pagum
Murles te ducere mihi honor erit et gaudium, am­
boque presec nostras effuudemus non longe a ruderi­
bus veteris castelli ubi forsan Bernardus natus est.

Me, Domine Optime, tuus obsequiosus et devotus
servus in Christo, crede,

FR. M. A. DE CABRIERES,
episcopus Montempessulanensis.
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I lost no time in accepting this interesting
invitation. The bishop was a perfect type of
that charming kind of ecclesiastic of which
the French clergy, in particular, are examples.
He was tall and spare of figure, with an ascetic
beauty of countenance which made his face a
benediction; his manners. were those of the
gentlest and most refined of grand seigneurs
of the ancien regime. Iwas glad when Pius X.
elevated him to the cardinalate, in which ex­
alted office,alas, he lived too short a time.

The good bishop read English better than
he spoke it, and my French was no better, I
fear. But we managed to get along well. His
library was a place of joy'- a great room
lighted by diamond-paned windows, with the
atmosphere of a monastic scriptorium hover­
ing over it. The visible books were few, save
for those upon his table. There were no book­
cases. The books were all kept in presses
after the maImer of the Middle Ages, as they
still are in the Vatican Library.

But we did not see Bernard's birthplace to­
gether. The bishop's library had more attrac­
tions for me than the obscure hamlet in the
country near by. Some of his books I already
knew, more of them I had read of but not
read. But books, except incunabula and those
Tarissimmi libri which collectors prize, exist
in numbers great or less; examples even of
the rarest books may be found in the British
Museum or Harvard University Library.
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Manuscripts, however, are birds of another
feather. There may be, of course, several
copies of a manuscript.1 But many are unique.
In the small collection of manuscripts which
the bishop possessed was one which soon fixed
my attention.

Everyone knows the story of Browning's
"Old Yellow Book," that crumpled mass of
parchment in which he discovered the plot of
The Ring and the Book, a manuscript now
among the cherished treasures of a great li­
brary. In a smaller degree such a discovery
was then mine. With pride, yet with a certain
measure of hesitation, the bishop laid before
me a few leaves of parchment for the posses­
sion of which he whimsically apologized. It
was a medireval Latin poem composed of two
hundred and forty hexameter lines, covering
eight pages. The parchment leaves measured
six and three-quarters inches in length by

1Some ancient authors have descended to modem
times in one MS. only, or in a few MSS. derived im­
mediately or with little interval from one. Such are
Lucretius, Catullus, Valerius Flaccus, and Statius in
his "Silvre." Others there are whose text, though in
the main reposing on a single copy, can be corrected
here and there from others, inferior indeed, but still
independent and indispensable. Such are Juvenal,
Ovid in his "Heroides," Seneca in his "Tragedies,"
and Statius in his "Thebais" and "Achilleis." There
is a third class whose text comes down from a remote
original through separate channels, and is preserved
by MSS. of unlike character hut like fidelity, each
serving in its turn to correct the faults of others.

A. E. Housman, Manilius, Astronomicon, hk. I,
inttod. xxx-xxxi.
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four inches in breadth. The text itself meas­
ured five and three-quarters inches in length
by two and three-quarters inches in width.
There were thirty lines to a page. As a rule
the letters of the manuscript were excellently
formed, but small. The first letters of each
line were separated from the others, so as to
appear like a column of figures. The manu­
script was probably of the late thirteenth
century. Whether it was the original or a
copy of the original I am unable to say. It
is certainly the only known example in exist­
ence, and I am inclined to believe that it was
the original handwriting of the author. See­
ing my intense interest in the poem, the good
bishop permitted me to make a transcript
of it, and I spent two arduous but delightful
days in so doing. That is why I never got
to Murles with the bishop. At the end of
this term I had already imposed too much.
upon his time. Dear old saintly man, I cher­
ish the memory of him!

The poem is the most startlingly pagan ut­
terance which I know of in the whole field of
medireval literature. It was without formal
title, the only indication of such being merely
the capital letters D. V. R. at the head of the
first page. For a time they had for me the
cabalistic mystery of the famous DXV of
Dante in Purgatorio, canto xxxiii. After some
study of the manuscript I came to the conclu­
sion that the mysterious letters stood for De
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vera religione -" Concerning true religion."
This title, I believe, was directly borrowed by
the unknown writer from a treatise of St.
Augustine with the same title, and was delib·
erately so chosen. For the whole purpose of
Augustine's tract is to prove that there was no
religion worthy of the name in the ancient
pagan cults; while the whole tenor of this
poem is to show that "forgotten things," as
Sir Gilbert Murray has reminded us, "if there
be real life in them, will sometimes return out
of the dust, vivid to help still in the forward
groping of humanity." 1

In the history of .thought there are cycles,
each characterized by a dominant form of
thinking and a peculiar quality of the imag­
ination. The lines of partition are not always
distinct between these periods, of course, and
the edge of one epoch blurs into that of the
next. But nevertheless the differentiation is
manifest. The Renaissance merged into the
Reformation, though the exact point of trans·
formation is undiscernible. The dividing line
is really not a point or a mark, but a
penumbra.

But great thoughts, and especially great
systems of thought or philosophy, rarely
wholly die. The Greek and Latin classics
still live, and nearly every high philosophy
yet has some votaries. Names may be
changed, but the teaching remains imperish-

, Four stages of Greek religion, p.184 .
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able. Every philosophic system may be con­
sidered both from the point of view of its own
time and of all time-from the latter because
it presents some solution to the problems
which the universe raises that an intelligent
mind may adopt.1

Thus it happens that in every age there have

"Is Sir Leslie Stephen quite just when he writes:
"The briefest possible glance at the old systems of
philosophy shows us ... nothing but imperishable
ruins - imperishable <esthetically,but logically mere
crumbling fragments. We can still read Plato with
delight; but the delight is due to the beauty of style
and exposition, not certainly to the conviction im­
posed by his reasoning. Aristotle's philosophy is a
marvel for his time; but his theory of the universe is
no more tenable than his natural science.... The
vast development ...of scholastic philosophy in the
Middle Ages showed onlyhowfar unlimited ingenuity
and subtlety may lead in the wrong direction, if it
starts with mistaken principles. It ended by upset·
ting the doctrines which it attempted to prove, and
had finally to commit suicide or fall before the in­
surrection of living thought. The great who revolted
against its tyranny in its later stages constructed new
systems which, to them, seemed demonstrable, but
which to us are already untenable. We cannot
accept Descartes or Spinoza or Leibnitz or Bacon or
Hobbes or Locke as giving satisfactory or even
coherent systems.... Philosophies of every differ­
ent variety have been not merely accepted by those
who first devised them, but have been taken up in
good faith by whole schools of disciples; they have
been tested, on a large scale, by systematic applica­
tion to all relevant questions, and one after another
has become bankrupt, has lost its hold on the world,
and confessed that it leaves the riddle as dark as it
was before."-Leslie Stephen, "The vanity of phil­
osophizing," in Social Rights and Duties, vol. 2, pp.
187-89.
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beensouls out of tune with the prevailing note
of their time, whose spiritual affiliation is with
a remoter, earlier epoch. The older the race
grows, and the greater the variety and accre­
tion of its history, the more numerous do these
phenomena surviving from a former period
becomein our modern life. Whistler was a
child of the Renaissance, Newman of the
twelfth century.

Such an one is, we say, "misunderstood,"
when we should say that he is "ununder­
stood." It is of the nature of man to look
askance at the votaries of unconventional
things, whether of art or literature, of phil­
osophy or religion. Convention owes much
of its forge to mass weight, tradition, the in­
ertia of conservatism. It is, therefore, in that
degree, a denial in terms of imagination in
life. When convention is backed by the au­
thority of state or church to enforce conform­
ity in the form of sumptuary laws governing
clothes and attire, or in the form of dogmas
prescribing what shall be believed and pro­
hibiting what shall not be believed, then it be­
comesa tyranny, and the man who manifests
unconventionalideas which are not according
to the standards imposed is regarded as a
rebel or a heretic.

For many years it was the prevailing belief
that the Middle Ages were characterized by
an absoluteignorance of and hostility to anti.
quity until the Italian Renaissance; that me.
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direvalliterature and medireval art were spon­
taneously developed, in full originality, with·
out the aid of ancient thought and ancient art.
Only of late has this erroneous idea heen
overthrown, or at least radically modified.
Modern research into the history of medireval
culture has conclusively shown that medireval
literature and the fine arts owedmuch both of
their inspiration and their form to the persist­
ence of antiquity.~

The charm of antiquity exerted its spell
over medireval minds more than we think, in
spite of the antagonism between medireval and
ancient ideals. The opposition between the
two ideals began to be apparent in the third
century. The ancient world saw its genius
expiring in the time of the Antonines. After

1Anton Springer, Das Nachleben der Antike im
Mittelalter, 2 vols., Bonn, 1886, and a review of this
work hy Eugene Muntz in Journal iles Savants, 1887.

Rahn, Das Erbe der Antike, Basel, 1872.
Bartoli, I Precursori del Rinascimento, 1876;
Comparetti, Virgilio nel medio evo.
Graf, Roma nella memoria e nelle immagiozioni

del meilio eva.
Gaston Paris, La Uigende ile l'rajan.
Gidel, La Iegende d'Aristote.
Sathas, Roman d'Achille.
Paul Meyer, La Uigende d'Alexanilre.
Dunger, Die Sage VOIn trojanischen Kriege in lien

Bearbeitzmgen iles Mittelalters und ihre antilcen
Quellen, Leipzig, 1839.

Boutaric, La connaissance de l'antiquite chez
Vincent lie Beauvais.

Julien, "Alexandre pendant Ie Moyen.Age," in
Annales archeologiqlLes, 1847.
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them the originality of the mind of the ancient
world utterly disappeared; the taste became
banal; thought stagnant. Christianity, al­
though in part suffering from the universal
decadence, showed a greater intellectual and
moral force than the secular world, and began
to forw its own canons of literature and art.
Yet for a long time Christianity was content
to borrow from paganism the established for­
mulre, giving them, however, a new applica­
tion and a new interpretation. But little by
little truly Christian themes developed. Begun
during the period of the persecutions, the
transformation was completed by the early
fifth century. By that time Christian thought
and Christian art, even though retaining a
great number and variety of motifs which
were of pagan origin, nevertheless not only
had developed its own types, but had crystal­
lized them. A new world of art and of the
spirit had come into being.

During the first period belief in the superi­
ority of Grreco-Roman literature and art, at
least from the point of view of form, was un­
challenged, except among the zealots of the
faith. What was denied and opposed was the
immorality of the ideas, the license of the por­
trayal. But the victory of the church in the
fourth century altered the relation of things.
The persecuted church became the triumphant
church. It was for its former adversaries
henceforward to plead for clemency.
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