
SYMMACHUS’ NATIONALIST IDEALISM 

Primary Source Analysis 

Relation 3

The SPQR (“Senate and the People”) were undoubtedly at the forefront of 

Symmachus’ mind when he composed his Relation 3 letter to openly Christian emperors 

Valentinian II, Theodosius, and Arcadius. The price for sacrilege against Rome and her gods was 

high and after previous attempts of pleading with the empire’s mortal mediators for atonement, 

he did not neglect to highlight the fact that if his advice were not heeded, destruction would soon 

be on the horizon. Symmachus mentions the pressing issue of the Altar of Victory’s return to the 

Senate house in his opening but then proceeds to describe other blasphemous deeds that had been 

committed under the guise of charity. The common right of inheriting land had been withdrawn 

from the Vestal Virgins and ministers. As a word of caution, Symmachus writes that the emperors 

risked appearing selfish and careless by pagan observers despite the land being distributed to the 

public. Although many laws against paganism were in place during the latter part of 4th century 

Rome, pagan rites and ideologies had not vanished entirely. Essentially the very possibility of 

having a ruler in the vein of Julian the Apostate (Constantius’ own cousin), on the throne in the 

not so distance past may have given Symmachus hope. He audaciously assumes that the 

existence of Rome’s own religion is common knowledge and vies for the days of old when the 

survival of Roman nationalism was paramount. According to Symmachus, this patriotism was 
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the cohesive bond that succinctly bound its laws and religion together. The letter’s strength lies 

in Symmachus’ strategic usage of specific individuals (including a characterization of Rome), 

along with poignant examples to undergird his petition. Even if the growing presence of 

Christianity placed paganism in an endangered position, he assured his Christian emperors that 

both could coexist. However, while he craftily claims that he is not eliciting an argument over 

whose beliefs are more authentic, he simultaneously vouches for an obligatory system of Roman 

paganism.  

Given the length and nature of his political career in Rome, it is likely that Symmachus 

saw the Altar of Victory, its statue, (perhaps even both), disappear and reappear a minimum of 

three times. His grievance over its absence at the time of writing Relation 3 had more to do with 

dire reasoning rather than aesthetic enjoyment. With its post inside the Senate House, the Altar 

was a silent but commanding ambassador that represented the conglomerate of ancient customs, 

heritage, and laws that was Rome’s national identity. He structures his case by conjuring up an 

image of the lawlessness and treachery that would prevail in the altar’s absence. Ordinarily, all 

who entered the Senate House dwelled beneath the altar’s shadows where oaths had sanctity and 

prayers rose to the ears of the gods. Ever mindful of his Christian readers, Symmachus uses his 

words stealthy and asserts that God, singular, assuming he is referring to the Christian God, 

infuses all things therefore nothing unlawful transpires in secret.1 However Symmachus’ goal in 

this particular passage was to accentuate the fact that the altar was more than a symbol of fame, 

honor, and power. It was the embodiment of an intercessor on behalf of the gods. One was more 

likely to take an oath more seriously or hesitate to bear false witness while within close 

proximity of its aura.

From the text, the way in which Symmachus describes the pagan belief system can be 

likened to a strictly performance based occupation. In this analogy, both sides keep a promise to 

one another and rely on the other’s “good faith”. As long as ancient ceremonies are performed, 

and no support is withheld from the priests, sacred virgins, along with other ministers of the 

gods, the divine pact remains in tact.2 In turn, the gods offered protection against famine and 

1 Symmachus, Quintus A. 384AD. “Symmachus Relation 3.” 384AD. https://people.ucalgary.ca/
~vandersp/Courses/texts/sym-amb/symrel3f.html, par. 6.
2 Ibid; par. 15.
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disease. They also made sure nature remained cooperative and barbarians were kept at bay. The 

emperors would be rewarded with honor and hopefully heirs. This system may have been the 

precursor, or at least an influence on the more Catholic traditional rites prominent in the Middle 

Ages where grace and blessings are granted to those who have completed necessary “good 

works”. In its infancy, and even as the controversies within the younger Christian faith ensued, it 

is probable that there was some instance of the integration of pagan customs. Since Symmachus’ 

contenders were Christian, it would be logical for them to undermine the present existence of a 

pagan state religion. Surely the emperors were not oblivious to the strong impressions Rome’s 

unique religious background had made on its history. Symmachus’ letter is meant to be a 

reminder of their true selves - the “fathers of the country” and divine “priests of justice”.  With a 

little remediation, the emperors have the authority to turn the empire back to a place of favor 

with the gods.  

In all, Symmachus uses the alias “prince” eleven times throughout his appeal. At first 

glance the reference appears appropriate and serves no other purpose than to confer title. A more 

elusive intent reveals itself when Symmachus identifies one prince by name. Constantius II, one 

of Constantine’s sons, is mentioned fairly early on in the text in regards to the “act” he 

committed, or in other words, his removal of the altar around 357 CE.3 Symmachus states the 

outcome of the altar’s return a few years later was righteous, and not surprisingly warns the 

emperors that repeating such an error would tarnish their reputation. Why Symmachus would go 

thirty years back in time and settle on Constantius for his case study as opposed to addressing the 

excessively devout emperor Gratian, (who is the sole reason for the altar’s removal), may have 

also been intentional. Gratian was Valentinian’s half brother whose life ended only a year before 

Relation 3 was written.4 Constantius’ reasonably tolerant stance towards paganism would have 

been a stark contrast to the severity of Gratian’s commitment to Christianity. Symmachus 

carefully uses Constantius and the term “prince” to promote his “guilty by association” 

illustration.  If they follow Constantius’ example, knowing his decision to remove the altar was 

3 Symmachus, Quintus A. 384AD. “Symmachus Relation 3.” 384AD. https://people.ucalgary.ca/
~vandersp/Courses/texts/sym-amb/symrel3f.html, par. 5.
4 Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. n.d. “Gratian: Roman Emperor.” In Encyclopaedia 
Britannica. https://www.britannica.com/biography/Gratian-Roman-emperor.
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not approved by the Senate or Rome’s citizens at that time, then they cannot escape the blame 

and consequences that will surely follow if they continue to consent to wrongdoing. On the other 

hand, Symmachus praises their “ancestor” for his actions that demonstrated his ability to remain 

faithful to his own Christian faith while “contentedly [beholding] the shrines with unmoved 

countenance.”5 He subtly adds the approval of the Senate as an incentive. Symmachus 

convincingly states that like Constantius, one could seek truth using the vehicle of their choice, 

perform the rites that please the gods all the while “following the rejoicing Senate through the 

streets of the eternal city”. If the sovereigns doubted whether or not they could fulfill the sacred 

duties of the state while being Christian, Constantius provided evidence that it could be done. In 

fact, according to Symmachus, doing so was no unorthodox feat, but one that aligned naturally 

with the order of the universe. Interestingly enough, this very declaration makes Symmachus’ 

case contradictory since it is his opinion that one must, at all costs keep allegiance to the 

traditions and gods of Rome. In the same manner, he acknowledges the existence of other unseen 

“guardians” and “”cults”, but all of these religions are viewed as secondary and pale in 

comparison to the importance on the “religion of Rome”. 

Symmachus continues his entreaty by inviting Rome itself to attest to the current state of 

affairs on its own behalf.6 He allows the imagination to ponder what Rome would say if granted 

an audience with the emperors. Rome is not bitter, and ironically in some regards its voice 

sounds very much as though Symmachus were speaking himself. During Rome’s short soliloquy, 

it not only addresses the emperors as “princes”, but brings into focus their patrimonial status as 

“fathers of [the] country”. By having Rome humbly ask that its old age be considered, 

Symmachus is drawing attention to the understanding that the “ancestral ceremonies” are not 

contemporary constructs. On the contrary, Christianity itself was also not novel, but at the time 

of Relation 3’s completion, the empire’s first Christian emperor had not yet been deceased for a 

full fifty years. Symmachus emphasizes that Rome does not disapprove of it’s legacy or the 

“laws of the ancestors,” and in truth is under the impression that its survival is owed to the 

adherence to the ancient “sacred rites”.7 Symmachus lists the protection from Hannibal and 

5 “Symmachus Relation 3”. par. 8.
6 Ibid; par. 9.
7 Ibid; par.14.
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Senones as the pay off for Rome’s people being able to honor their end of the divine pact with 

the gods. Rome curiously reminds his imperial guardians that it is no slave. This could be 

Symmachus’ own way of stating that Rome is not to be held in bondage by any emperor’s 

preference. Rome however is tolerant and says it will even take into consideration the decrees, 

laws, even religions set forth with the empire’s well being in mind. Nevertheless, Symmachus 

cunningly inserts that not only is it too late for Rome to change its ways, but it would damage its 

longstanding prestigious reputation to do so. This passage is immediately followed by 

Symmachus’ opinion on the countless other spiritual paths that he believes to be scattered 

throughout the known world. It is within these lines that Symmachus, using a word that would be 

both familiar and uniform, reminds his readers that he is not provoking a religious debate, but 

offers only “prayers” instead.    

Symmachus closes Relation 3 by supplying a powerful image of their “divine parent”, 

looking down and watching the pagan priests weep from what he knew the emperors would 

associate with the Christian heavenly realm. Constantius’ punishment is the immense guilt he 

must bare for all of eternity not only for removing the altar, but the injustices committed against 

the pagan religion’s sacred representatives. As a member of the Senate, Symmachus believes it is 

his duty to prevent any emperor from such a fate. In the letter the case had been laid plainly 

before the emperors and the course of their destinies, along with the entire empire’s, was left in 

their hands.

Relation 3 plays an essential role showcasing the dissension against the significant 

change taking place in the pagan Roman atmosphere of the late 4th century. The increasing 

preference of Christianity had infiltrated the imperial court beginning with Constantine, who 

leveraged his authority and established the faith as the empire’s official religion. The effects of 

this ruling cannot be understated, and the repercussions that follow in such a short span of time 

can be made evident using the historical circumstances that surround the Altar of Victory plight. 

The altar had witnessed the victories that made Rome legendary. It had watched the foundations 

of the Senate flourish and oversaw the inner workings of Roman politics working on behalf of its 

citizens. It observed the willowing smoke of incense that accompanied sincere oaths made to the 

gods at the coronation of a each new emperor. The altar also quietly watched as the empire 
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struggled through famine, pandemics, and defeat. When Symmachus had seen it for the first 

time, the altar was already several centuries old. In spite of all of the challenges confronting the 

pagan culture, its still had a number of devotees. Customs, rites, and traditions that have survived 

centuries do not easily dissolve. As a pagan statesman himself, the continuance of Roman 

nationalism was not an option and crucial to the stability of the empire. Such a bias could hold 

significant sway over matters of the state, and for this reason Symmachus’ letter to the imperial 

court is a compelling testament to this fact. By the date of Relation 3, the spreading ripples of 

Christianity had seeped into the fractured infrastructure of the Roman world. Through the lens of 

Symmachus’ 4th century pagan Roman point of view, the consequences for selective memory 

were severe and the gods did not easily forget. Symmachus understood the power of visual 

symbols as reminders, as did the Romans. The amount of statuary depicting the empire’s 

emperors, gods, goddesses, prominent people and events that exists till this day reflects this 

notion. 

 Although Symmachus believed both Christianity and paganism could exist side by side, 

in a decade paganism would begin to loose its foothold and the altar itself would become a 

forbidden – but thankfully not forgotten relic. 
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