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1. Purpose of the study

This study focuses on the origin of the eyewitness accounts discussed in Eusebius of
Caesarea’s Historia Ecclesiastica (Church History). Specifically, in Book 8, Eusebius detailed an

eyewitness account of the Christian persecution occurring in the Thebais in Egypt.

But it surpasses all description what the martyrs in the Thebais endured as regards both

outrages and agonies -+ And we ourselves also beheld, when we were at these places, many

all at once in a single day, some of whom suffered decapitation, others the punishment of
fire; so that the murderous axe was dulled and, worn out, was broken in pieces, while the
executioners themselves grew utterly weary and took it in turns to succeed one another.!
(Church History 8.9.1,4)

In this work, I will discuss the idea that these reports were not Eusebius’ personal eyewitness
accounts—rather, they may have been based on second-hand information. In addition, I will

briefly examine the reason Eusebius would write such eyewitness accounts.

2. Previous research and dubious points

The writings of Eusebius have been thoroughly discussed by scholars, many of whom share a
low valuation of his literary sophistication. For example, Foakes-Jackson described Eusebius as
follows: ‘Though here and there he indulges in rather turgid rhetoric he has no eye, either for
historic effect, or for picturesque description’.? Mendels, however, pointed to the care that
Eusebius took in his narrative, and the awareness that he had of his audience.® Carotenuto,
meanwhile, demonstrated how Eusebius fabricated a story about five Egyptians in Chapter 11 of
Martyrs of Palestine.* Verheyden also highlighted the rhetorical aspects of the same text.’
Verdoner further pointed out that Eusebius’ work should be read not as a reliable historical
source but as narrative writing.® Corke-Webster maintained the possibility that Eusebius distorted

some citations from the letters that he used as a source.”
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In Chapters 8-10, Book 8 of Church History, Eusebius described the persecution in Egypt.
Lawlor and Oulton identified the artificial sentence constructions having used by Eusebius in this
account. Moreover, according to Lawlor and Oulton, Sections 1-5 in Chapter 9 seem to have been
inserted at a later time, as these chapters break the connection between Chapter 8 and Section 6ff
in Chapter 9.® Judging from what Eusebius mentioned in Section 28, Chapter 32 of Book 7 in
Church History,’ in Section 2, Chapter 7 of Book &, and in a shortened version of Martyrs of
Palestine, Eusebius stayed in Palestine from the beginning of the Diocletianic Persecution until
311 AD. This fact conflicts with his testimony that he had been in the Thebais during the
persecution. The so-called Great Persecution (or Diocletianic Persecution) came to a pause from
April to November 311 AD, although the persecution in the Thebais was obviously written after
November 311 AD. Eusebius himself mentioned the cessation of the persecution in the Roman
Empire by Emperor Galerius’ edict (Church History 8.17). As such, he could not have seen the

persecution except before the edict by Galerius.

3. Writers of martyrdom records and their hometowns

In response to the persecution in Palestine, which Eusebius had purportedly witnessed,
Eusebius wrote the report Martyrs of Palestine. Many scholars have supposed that Eusebius
wrote the long version of Martyrs of Palestine after the cessation of persecution by Galerius’ edict,
and then proceeded to compile a shortened version. In 313/314 AD, Eusebius wrote the first
edition of Church History and included a portion of the shortened version of Martyrs of Palestine.
In 315/316 AD, Eusebius published the second version of Church History and rewrote the
shortened version of Martyrs of Palestine as an existing text of Book 8 of Church History. At the
same time, he also rewrote the long version of Martyrs of Palestine and published it
independently.!’ Eusebius put his heart into writing Church History and reporting the martyrdom
and persecution that he had witnessed. Thus, scholars have considered his reasons for eventually
composing the independent report on the persecution in the Thebais.

A plausible scenario is that Eusebius wrote the Martyrs of Palestine as a report of the
martyrdom and persecution not only because he had witnessed it directly, but also so that it could

serve as a report of his hometown. Eusebius mentioned his motivation as follows:

As for those conflicts, which were gloriously achieved in various other countries, it is meet

that they who were then living should describe what took place in their own country; but for

myself I pray that I may be enabled to write an account of those with whom I had the honour

of being cotemporary, and that they may rank me also among them—I mean those of whom

the whole people of Palestine is proud, for in the midst of this our land also the Saviour of all

mankind himself arose like a thirst-refreshing fountain. The conflicts, therefore, of these
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victorious combatants I will proceed to relate, for the common instruction and benefit of all.!

(Preface, Martyrs of Palestine, the long version)

Certainly, Christians at the time had the common understanding of needing to report the
events of martyrdom in their own city or region. Eusebius indicated the same understanding in

another part of his writing.

[--] and countless other famous persons as well, who are commemorated by the
communities in their own district and locality. It is not our part to commit to writing the
conflicts of those who fought throughout the world on behalf of piety towards the Deity, and
to record in detail each of their happenings; but that would be the especial task of those who
witnessed the events. Yet I shall make known to posterity in another work those with whom I

was personally conversant. (Church History 8. 13.7.)12

Eusebius revealed that writing about the martyrdom was the responsibility of the local people
who witnessed the events that occurred in their own land. However, in the shortened version of
Martyrs of Palestine Section 1, Chapter 5, Eusebius included the experience of Ulpian, who was
born in Tyre and suffered martyrdom in Caesarea. Interestingly, Ulpian’s experience is not
included in the long version of Martyrs of Palestine. Therefore, Eusebius could have adapted the
new information when he rewrote the Martyrs of Palestine (the shortened version), not because
he saw the event directly but because he acquired a new source. Additionally, Eusebius included
the story of the martyr Aedesius (born in Lycia, whose brother was martyred in Caesarea), who
was Killed in Alexandria. Eusebius did not always abide by the rule that only local people should
report the martyrdom they witnessed. He said: ‘Yet I shall make known to posterity in another
work those with whom I was personally conversant’. For unclear reasons, Eusebius did not write
‘another work’ for the martyrdom in the Thebais, where he emphasized that he saw it directly.

Moreover, Eusebius may not have witnessed the persecution in the Thebais and Tyre directly.

4. Portraits of martyrdom as fixed patterns

In the descriptions of the persecution written in Book 8 in Church History, Eusebius insisted

that he had been at the Phoenician city of Tyre and witnessed the persecution directly.
We ourselves were present when these things were happening, what time we beheld the

present, divine power of our Saviour, Jesus Christ Himself, the Object of their witness, and

the clear manifestation of that power to the martyrs. (Church History 8.7. 2)
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However, Eusebius’ portrayals contained fixed phrases—set expressions used elsewhere in
Church History.* For example, ‘Wild beasts did not rush at martyrs though martyrs provoked
them, because some divine power guarded the martyrs’ (Church History 8. 7. 2-3). This can also
be found in the description of the persecution in Church History.” The description of a young
martyr who embodied the cross with their tortured body in the persecution at Tyre (Church
History 8. 7. 4) also shows some similarity with the report on the martyr Blandina, who
resembled a cross during the persecution in Lugdunum (Church History 5. 1. 41).

Another pattern observed involved the voluntary martyrs who came forward as Christians at
the trials and persecutions in Section 5, Chapter 7, in Book 8 of Church History, during the
persecution in the Thebais. Eusebius quoted the same behaviour twice at other places in Church
History."® These examples thus cast doubt on the writing of Eusebius—he may not have written

his works based on his own eyewitness account, but rather based on his ideal martyrdom stories.

5. Eyewitnesses in ancient historiography

While focusing on Eusebius’ emphasis on direct eyewitness accounts, this study also considers
their importance in ancient historiography. Bauckham pointed to the significance of eyewitness
accounts in Greek—-Roman historiography.!” His thesis originated from Byrskog’s point that, in
ancient historiography, writers should produce veritable historical reports from accounts of direct
eyewitnesses during the latter’s lifetime. The veritable historian had to obtain interviews from
persons linked to the event. Thus, Thucydides, Xenophon, Polybius, Josephus, and Tacitus—all
highly admired historians—either had direct informers of the important events in their historical
writings or they themselves witnessed the events.'® Bauckham ranked the value of historical
writings according to the ancients as follows: (1) The author was an actor in the event; (2) the
author witnessed the event; (3) the author directly interviewed actors in the event; (4) the author
directly interviewed witnesses to the event; (5) the author referred to the writings of actors in the
event; (6) the author referred to the writings of witnesses to the event; and (7) the author
referred to later historical writings.

In light of these, when Eusebius emphasized that he was a witness to some of the events of
persecution and martyrdom in Church History, present-day readers have to be aware of his appeal
as a valuable historian at the time. He published Church History and Martyrs of Palestine at the
same time, and by writing the latter, he was an author who was also a direct eyewitness. Thus, if
he could show that he also witnessed other events of persecution and martyrdom (that is, the

events in the Thebais), then his Church History would acquire more value.'
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6. Rufinus’ translation and suspicions

Around 408 AD, Eusebius’ Church History gained attention among the Christian community in
Italy. Rufinus of Aquileia translated it from Greek to Latin for the people frightened by the
possible invasion of Alaric, the king of the Visigoths.

Rufinus’ Church History was far from being a literal translation. Since the 19" century, scholars
have criticized Rufinus® ; however, they have also recognized the value of Rufinus in ancient
translation culture, which prioritizes the translator’s overall conception.? Rufinus’ so-called
‘notoriously inaccurate’ Latin translation of Church History delivers several interesting
suggestions. For example, Rufinus added many details on the persecution in the Thebais and
emphasized the inhumanity of the judge, reporting that the executions were so numerous that
often a day was not a sufficient amount of time to complete them all. Martyrs were in a constant
state of apprehension and were anxious that their turn might not have come before the sun set
(Rufinus, Church History, 8. 9. 4) 22 Despite numerous changes in his translation, Rufinus also
emphasized that the author of the work he was translating witnessed the persecution with his
own eyes. Rufinus, however, could be deemed to have felt that some parts had been contrived. He
added the following words to the original text: ‘we were in a part of Egypt in our journey (cum in
Aegypti partibus iter ageremus)’.” This could be interpreted as his concern on the author,
Eusebius, needing to provide an explanation as to why he was suddenly in the Thebais. Rufinus
consistently changed the original text in a venturous manner and at times omitted articles from
the original work. In this chapter, however, he felt a need to corroborate the author’s credibility.

He deemed these sections important since they referred to the author’s eyewitness accounts.?

7. Source of information

If Eusebius was not an eyewitness to the persecution in the Thebais, then he could have
acquired the relevant information from many possible sources. One stands out among the rest.”
In the short version of Martyrs of Palestine, Eusebius spoke of a criminal punishment imposed on

Christian arrestees in the Thebais:

Up to the sixth year, the storm had been incessantly raging against us. Before this time there

had been a very large number of confessors of religion in the so-called Porphyry quarry in

Thebais, which gets its name from the stone found there. Of these, one hundred men,

lacking three, together with women and infants, were sent to the governor of Palestine.

When they confessed the God of the universe and Christ, Firmilianus, who had been sent

there as governor in the place of Urbanus, directed, in accordance with the imperial
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command, that they should be maimed by burning the sinews of the ankles of their left feet,

and that their right eyes with the eyelids and pupils should first be cut out and then

destroyed by hot irons to the very roots. And he then sent them to the mines in the province
to endure hardships with severe toil and suffering. (Short version of Martyrs of Palestine, 8.
1- 4) 26

The key is the punishment of ‘destroying the eyes’ of the Christian arrestees after they arrived
in Palestine. At the Church council in Tyre (335 AD), Potamon, Bishop of Heraclea, accused

Eusebius as follows:

Are you seated, Eusebius, with Athanasius before you in the dock, when he’s innocent? Who

can put up with things like that? Tell me — weren't you in prison with me during the

persecution? I lost an eye for the truth, but you don't appear to be maimed and weren't

martyred; you stand here alive without a mark on you. How did you get out of jail, if you
don’t promise our persecutors to do the unthinkable — or if you didn’t do it? (Epiphanius of

Salamis, Panarion, 68. 8. 3)%

Athanasius also testified that the Egyptian bishops accused Eusebius at the Church council on
suspicion of apostasy (Athanasius, Apologica contra Arianos 8). According to Lightfoot, the
accusation by Potamon may have been some kind of calumny,?® and Eusebius’ apostasy could not
be determined. As such, I would like to focus on the condition of Potamon, who lost his eye in
prison during the persecution. According to Eusebius, this kind of punishment or torture was
done to Christians who surrendered from the Thebais to Palestine.® This type of punishment
against Christians was limited to certain regions; the reports of persecution in Alexandria by
Bishop Phileas contained no references to it.* Thus, the punishment could have been imposed
only in the Thebais. In turn, Potamon could have met Eusebius in prison in Palestine (for that
reason, Eusebius might not lose his eye in prison). In this case, Eusebius could have also
acquired the information pertaining to the persecution in the Thebais from direct eyewitness,

such as the Christians who were arrested in the Thebais and surrendered to Palestine.

8. Conclusion

In Book 8 of Church History, Eusebius claimed that he was present in the Thebais in Egypt
when the Christian persecutions occurred, and that he was a direct eyewitness. However,
available evidence casts doubt on these claims and even indicate that he wrote the report based
on second-hand sources. Furthermore, the value of eyewitnesses in ancient historiography is

clearly indicated in Eusebius’ writing style. Perhaps he acquired the information on the Thebais

6 AR AL SO



Eyewitness Reports in the Eighth Book of Eusebius of Caesarea’s Historia Ecclesiastica

persecution from Christians while in prison in Palestine and inserted this in Church History as his
own eyewitness account. Eusebius could have also revealed some reservations, as he consistently

used first-person plural pronouns in suspicious eyewitness references.

Abstract

Eyewitness Reports in the Eighth Book of Eusebius of Caesarea’s Historia Ecclesiastica

OHTANI Satoshi

This study aims to address the question on the eyewitness accounts in Eusebius of Caesarea’s
Church History. Specifically in Book 8 of Church History, Eusebius narrated an eyewitness
account of the Christian persecution at the Thebais in Egypt: ‘and we ourselves also beheld, when
we were at these places, many all at once in a single day, some of whom suffered decapitation,
others the punishment of fire.... These reports, however, may not be eyewitness accounts but
rather based on second-hand information. This study investigates the situation of Eusebius’
information acquisition and the reasons he insisted that he had witnessed the persecution in
Egypt. This study conjectures that Eusebius acquired the information about the persecution at
the Thebais from persons who witnessed it—the Christians who were arrested at the Thebais

and surrendered to Palestine.

1 TIapto 8 Omepaipet Adyov kol Gg dmépevay aiyiog kot dAyndovags ol katd OnPaida pdpTupsg, ...
{OTOPNOOLEV 08 Kol a0Tol £Tl TV TOT®V YEVOLEVOL TAEIOVG AOPOMG KaTtd pioy UEPAV TOVG LEV TG
KEPUATIG AmOTOUTV DITOUEIVAVTAG, TOVG O TNV 010 TVPOG TI®pPiay, Mg AufAvvesBat povevovta TOV
oidnpov dtovotvtd te StabAdcHat aTOvS T€ TOVG AVOLPODVTOS ATOKAUVOVTOG AUOBAOOV AAAAAOVG
Swdéyechar.

The Greek and Latin citations of Church History are from E. Schwartz, und Th. Mommsen,
Eusebius: Die Kirchengeschichte, Die Griechischen Christlichen Schriftsteller (GCS) 9, vols.
1-3, Berlin, 1902-1909. I also used the English translation by H. Lawlor and J. Oulton,
Eusebius: The Ecclesiastical History and the Martyrs of Palestine, vol. 2, London/ New York,
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1927. The citation here is from Lawlor and Oulton, p. 263 (GCS 9, 756). All the underlines in
translations of historical sources are by me.

F. Foakes-Jackson, Eusebius Pamphili, Cambridge, UK, 1933, p. 73.

D. Mendels, The Media Revolution of Early Christianity. An Essay on Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical
History, Grand Rapids and Cambridge, UK, 1999.

E. Carotenuto, “Five Egyptians Coming from Jerusalem; Some Remarks on Eusebius, ‘De
martyribus palestinae’ 11.6-13,” The Classical Quarterly 52, 2002, pp. 500-506.

J. Verheyden, “Pain and Glory: Some Introductory Comments on the Rhetorical Qualities
and potential of the Martyrs of Palestine by Eusebius of Caesarea,” in J. Leemans (ed.),
Martyrdom and persecution in Late Antique Christianity: Festschrift Boudewijin Dehandschutter,
Bibliotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaniensium 241, Leuven, 2010, pp. 353-391.

M. Verdoner, Narrated Reality: The Historia ecclesiastica of Eusebius of Caesarea, (Early
Christianity in the Context of Antiquity IX), Frankfurt am Main a.o., 2011, p. 22. See also D. J.
DeVore, Genre and Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History: Toward a Focused Debate, A. Johnson
and J. Schott (eds.), Eusebius of Caesarea: Tradition and Innovations (Hellenic Studies Series
60) Washington, DC, 2013, pp.19-49.

J. Corke-Webster, “A Literary Historian: Eusebius of Caesarea and the Martyrs of Lyons and
Palestine,” Studia Patristica 66, 2013, pp. 191-202.

H. Lawlor and J. Oulton, Eusebius: The Ecclesiastical History and the Martyrs of Palestine, vol.
2, London/New York, 1928, p. 276. Cf. p. 271.

Eusebius stated that he saw Meletius, the Bishop of Ponthus, in Palestine.

H. Lawlor & J. Oulton, Eusebius: The Ecclesiastical History and the Martyrs of Palestine, vol.
1-2, London/ New York, 1927-1928; T. D. Barnes, “The Editions of Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical
History,” Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies 21, 1980, pp. 191-201; idem Constantine and
Eusebius, Cambridge, MA/London, 1981; idem. “Some Inconsistencies in Eusebius,” The
Journal of Theological Studies New Series 35, 1984, pp. 470-475; A. Louth, “The Date of
Eusebius’ Historia Ecclesiastica,” The Journal of Theological Studies New Series 41, 1990, pp.
111-123; A. J. Carriker, The Library of Eusebius of Caesarea, Leiden and Boston, 2003, pp. 37-45.
The citation is from the English translation of the Syriac long version of Martyrs of Palestine
by W. Cureton, Eusebius of Caesarea: The History of the Martyrs in Palestine, London/Paris,
1861, p. 2.

I used the English translation by Lawlor and Oulton, Eusebius, vol. 2, p. 269 (GCS 9, 774).
Lawlor and Oulton, Fusebius, vol. 2, p. 261 (GCS 9, 752).

Cf. J. Corke-Webster, “A Literary Historian: Eusebius of Caesarea and the Martyrs of Lyons
and Palestine,” Studia Patristica 66, 2013, pp. 191-202.

Church History 5. 1. 47, martyr Blandina in Lugdunum 177 AD. See also Ignatius of Antioch
(Church History 3. 36.8); Agapius, who gave himself to a bear in the arena (Martyrs in

KA



16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23
24

Eyewitness Reports in the Eighth Book of Eusebius of Caesarea’s Historia Ecclesiastica

Palestine short ver. 6.7). Cf. Pass. Perp. 19. 4-6: Wild beasts never attacked the martyr
Satulus.

The martyrdoms that occurred in the 150s AD in Rome: Church History 4. 17. 12-13 (Justin
martyr 2Apol. Chapter 2); Lugdunum 177 AD, martyr Vettius Epagatus: Church History 5. 1.
9-10.

R. Bauckham, Jesus and the Eyewitnesses: The Gospels as Eyewitness Testimony, Grand Rapids,
2008, pp. 5-11.

S. Byrskog, Story as History — History as Story: The Gospel Tradition in the Context of Ancient
Oral History (Wissenshaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 123), Tiibingen,
2000, p. 64. See also, pp. 214-220.

One may associate the appeal of Eusebius as an eyewitness with the manner of writing by
the first-person plural in Acts of the Apostles 16: 10-17, 20: 5-8, 20: 13-15, 21: 1-18, 27: 1- 28: 16.
On the literary rhetoric, see J.-P. Sterck-Degueldre, Eine Frau Namens Lydia (Wissenschaftliche
Untersuchungen Zum Neuen Testament, 2), Tiibingen, 2004, S. 14-40.

Th. Mommsen, “Einleitung zu Rufin,” in Schwartz, E. und Th. Mommsen, eds., Eusebius
Werke I1/3. Historia ecclesiastica (1. Aufl. 1909; 2. Aufl. 1999: GCS Neue Folge 6/3), ccli—
cclxviii, esp. ccli; J. E. L. Oulton, “Rufinus’s Translation of the Church History of Eusebius,”
Journal of Theological Studies, vol. 30, 1929, pp. 150-74.

E. C. Brooks, “Translation Techniques of Rufinus’s translations generally,” Studia Patristica
17, 1982, pp. 357-364; B. Neil, “Rufinus’ Translation of the Epistola Clementis ad lacobum,”
Augustinianum 43, 2003, pp. 25-39; M. Vessey, “Jerome and Rufinus,” in The Cambridge
History of Early Christian Literature, F. Young, L. Ayres, and A. Louth (eds.), Cambridge,
2004, pp. 318-27; M. Humphries, “Rufinus’s Eusebius: Translation, Continuation, and Edition
in the Latin Ecclesiastical History,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 16, no. 2, 2008, pp. 143-
164. On the differences between the Latin version and Greek original, see T. Christensen,
Rufinus of Aquileia and the Historia Eccesiastica, Lib. VIII-IX, of Eusebius, (Historisk-
filosofisle Meddelelser 58), Copenhagen 1989. Cf. R. McKitterick, History and Memory in the
Carolingian World, Cambridge, 2002, pp. 226-233.

He also carefully rewrote the expression ‘those who had placed their faith in the Christ of
God’ as ‘countless numbers of the Faithful’. Rufinus inserted information on the martyrs
Phileas and Philoromus based on ancient records. cf. F. Halkin, “L’Apologie du martyr
Phileas de Thmuis (Papyrus Bodmer XX) et Jes Actes latins de Phileas et Philoromus,”
Analecta Bollandiana 81, 1963, pp. 5-27, esp. p. 7. I used the English translation of Rufinus by
P. Amidon, History of the Church by Rufinus of Aquileia, Washington, D.C., 2017.

GCS 9, 757.

Rufinus was the historian who relied heavily on direct eyewitnesses as well. See Church

History (Latin ver.) 9.10 (Saint Nino and missionary in Georgia); 10.9 (Aedesius and
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missionary in Etiopia). Rufinus emphasized that he acquired information directly from
eyewitnesses.

Particularly for the martyr Phileas, the bishop of Thmuites, and the martyr Philoromus, who
were mentioned in Church History 8.9. 7-9, early records could have existed around the year
Eusebius wrote the second version of Church History (315/316 AD). The oldest manuscript
of the Passion of Phieas was created around the 340s AD.

W. H. C. Frend, Martyrdom and Persecution in the Early Church: A Study of Conflict from the
Maccabees to Donatus, Eugene, reprint 2014 (1% edition 1966) p. 508, dates to 307 AD. See
also N. H. Baynes, “The Great Persecution,” Cambridge Ancient History (1** edition) vol. 12,
London/ New York, 1956, p. 671, which dates to 309 AD. See also Church History 8. 12. 10
(Christians were sent to mines in Provinces after losing their right eyes.) R. M. Grant,
“Christians and Imperial Economic Policy in the Early Forth Century,” Supplement to
Novum Testamentum 33, Leiden, 1972, pp. 215-225, points out the economic importance of
the penalty against Christians in mine.

I used the English translation by F. Williams, The Panarion of Epiphanius of Salamis: Sects
47-80, De Fide, Leiden, 1994, p. 322.

J. Lightfoot, “Eusebius of Caesarea,” in W. Smith & H. Wace (eds.), A Dictionary of Christian
Biography, vol. 2, London, 1880, pp. 303-321. In the preface of the Martyrs in Palestine (long
version), Eusebius inserted a veiled reference that he was entitled as one of the confessors.
This suggests that he was in prison.

Eusebius claimed that this torture was Maximius Daia’s invention (Vita Constantini 7. 58 £.),
but the same punishment existed in the Oriental region. See Seneca, De Ira 3. 20.1; Diodorus
Siculus 1. 60. 5. Cf. J. Moreau, Lactance. De la mort des persécteurs (Sources Chrétiennes 39,
1959), p. 404.

Church History 8.10.1-11.
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