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The festival of the kalends of January (or January 1st) began as an occasion for
official ceremonial during the Roman Republic. From 153 BCE, the first day of
January became the stage upon which a variety of state pageantries played out.
Among the most important events the year’s two new consuls were installed in
office, and armies swore their allegiance to Rome. Yet it was not until 45 BCE
and Julius Caesar’s radical reform of the calendar that this day served as the first
day of the year. Thus, in the period from 153 to 45 there were effectively two
annual cycles that were not in synch, an administrative calendar that began on
January 1 and a traditional version that began on March 1.1 As the Republic
gave way to the Empire, however, this festival, which had been a rather formal
affair celebrated primarily in the city of Rome itself, grew, spread and changed.
The very idea of real consular power became increasingly peripheral as the
principate strengthened its position, leaving the Kalends as a party bereft of its
original cause for celebration. In response, the festival took on a more and more
populist feel. Highlights included exchanging gifts, hour upon hour of chariot
races, and opportunities to make fun of civic leaders with impunity. By the third
century we can see the Kalends being celebrated outside Italy, and by the fourth
century we know a great deal about the wild, costumed, drunken, and
carnivalesque parties that were held all over the empire not just on January 1,
but for several days in succession.2

My focus here will be on the events that took place during the Kalends of
363 in Antioch and the Emperor Julian’s surpassingly strange response piece, his
Misopogon, or “Beard Hater.” During the Kalends festival the people of Antioch
had taunted and made fun of their leader. This was a standard part of the
festival’s celebration, but it seems that on this occasion things went too far (at
least in Julian’s mind). The emperor took offense, penned a caustic riposte, and

1 Marcus Terentius Varro (116–127 BCE) can already speak in the past of February as the
final month of the year: duodecimus enim mensis fuit Februarius (De lingua latina 6.3).

2 For a detailed discussion of the development of the imperial festival and an overview of
the few Republican sources, see Michel Meslin, La fÞte des kalendes de janvier dans
l’empire romain (Brussels : Latomus, 1970).
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soon departed the city, leaving Antioch under the hand of a harsh deputy.3 Yet
such antagonism between subjects and ruler, a stinging perversion of the
festival’s frolicsome license, was not unique to this year’s festivities. Indeed all
holidays that involve elements of social inversions present the opportunity for
very real disruptions that spill beyond the narrow confines of the festival.

The social inversions that are enacted at such moments can be thought of in
positive terms as releasing pent-up tensions and harmlessly expressing the
impotent frustrations, jealousies, and desires of the sub-aristocratic masses.4 Yet
we can also see a pronounced pattern of deadly and concerted attempts to
remake the world order by focusing or unleashing the riotous power of carnival
upon those who are in control during normal time. This discussion need not be
limited to Roman history, but even from this single cultural milieu there is an
impressive list of “real” reversals that dot the Roman time-line. Julius Caesar was
assassinated during the celebration of the festival of Anna Perenna, an inversion
festival in March that was very similar to the Kalends of January festival and
served as a New Year’s celebration prior to the calendar reforms of Caesar
himself.5 On 1 January 69 CE, Galba, the first emperor not part of Caesar’s
Julio-Claudian dynasty, suffered a major and surprising setback when his armies
on the northern front refused to swear allegiance to him, a turn of events that
hastened Galba’s demise. A century later, as the Antonine dynasty was
crumbling, the emperor Commodus was assassinated on New Year’s Eve and the
world awakened on the Kalends to find the new emperor Pertinax in charge of
the empire. And in a more populist example, the Byzantine emperor Justinian

3 The complex and well-documented events during Julian’s stay in Antioch span issues of
economics, religion, public spectacle, euergetism, civic reform, and land redistribution,
and they are clearly and succinctly discussed by Glen Bowersock, Julian the Apostate
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978), 94–105.

4 Max Gluckman is the main authority for understanding such inversion rituals or
carnivalesque festivals as offering a form of social control. “Rituals of Rebellion in South-
East Africa,” in Order and Rebellion in Tribal Africa (New York: Free Press of Glencoe,
1963), 110–136. David Gilmore critiques some aspects of Gluckman’s basic position
and provides an overview of scholarship that understands carnival festivals as
opportunities to affirm the positive values of individuals and (even lower status)
subgroups rather than leading to feelings of system-wide communitas in Turner’s sense of
the term. Carnival and Culture (New Haven: Yale University Press,1998), especially 34–
35. Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie offers an in-depth case study of carnival festivity
transformed into deadly civil unrest during Mardi Gras in the French city of Romans in
1850 in Carnival in Romans (New York: G. Braziller, 1979).

5 John Moles has shown that there is no clear or causal connection between Caesar’s
assassination at the Curia of Pompey and the populist festival celebrated outside the city
along the banks of the Tiber. John L. Moles, “The Ides of March and Anna Perenna,”
Liverpool Classical Monthly 7 (1982), 89–90. Nevertheless, the world was remade during
Anna’s festival, and the murderers could have used the drunken and carnivalesque
occasion as convenient interference that would aid them in their plot.
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nearly followed in Commodus’s footsteps in becoming a casualty of the Kalends
when in 532 a group of elites whipped a mob into a frenzy and nearly managed
to throw Justinian’s regime out of power during the Nika Revolts.

This last example of a popular uprising threatening Justinian’s power offers a
nice segue into the scene that played out on the kalends of 363 in Antioch. That
year’s celebration involved the usual ceremonies and the customary packed slate
of chariot races, but the rather serious Emperor Julian, who had recently made
the city his Eastern headquarters, also tells us that the people of Antioch mocked
him in some sort of semi-scripted street theater. In particular, they made fun of
his bushy beard, saying that he ought to put it to good use and braid ropes out
of it, they called him a Cercops (one of the monkey-like imps who once
harassed Heracles), and they lamented the good old days when Antioch was
ruled by the Kappa and the Chi, referring to the initials of Julian’s beardless
predecessor Constantius and Julian’s divine nemesis, Christ. In response to this
unruly and insulting but ultimately not very disruptive behavior Julian
composed hisMisopogon, one of the oddest texts from all of antiquity comprised
of a satirical rant that begins with the emperor excoriating himself and his beard.

In the past several decades many helpful new readings of this text have
appeared, and we have moved well beyond Glen Bowersock’s reductive and
psychologizing claim from 1978 that the Misopogon preserves the “memorable
cry of an outraged and helpless man.”6 Since then, Arnoldo Marcone has
suggested that we should think of it as a reverse panegyric; G�nther Hansen has
countered that it might be closer to a form of iambic invective in prose;
Jaqueline Long has opened our eyes to many of the complexities of Julian’s
rhetorical structure; and Maud Gleason has made us pay closer attention to the
festival setting of the Misopogon as a “response in kind” to the shenanigans that
went on during the Kalends festival.7 One of the reasons that scholars were slow
to pick up on the importance of the New Year’s celebration for Julian’s text is
that he nowhere makes the connection explicit himself. The festival was a flash
point in relations between the people and the emperor, but his tirade
characterizes the populace as devoted to a permanent state of license and
debauchery. The Kalends, thus, was the starting point, but he avoids limiting his
response to the events of those few days of celebration so that he can depict
Antioch as a city where carnivalesque inversions have become the norm.

6 Glen Bowersock, Julian the Apostate (London: Duckworth, 1978), 104, n. 3.
7 A. Marcone, “Un panegirico rovesciato: Pluralit	 di modelli e contaminazione letteraria

nel Misopogon giulianeo,” Revue d’
tudes Augustiniennes et Patristiques 30 (1984), 226–
239; G. Hansen, review of F.L. M�ller, Die beiden Satiren des Kaisers Julianus Apostata
(Stuttgart: Steiner 1998), in: Bryn Mawr Classical Review 2000.01.04; J. Long,
“Structures of Irony in Julian’s Misopogon,” Ancient World 24 (1993), 15–23; M.
Gleason, “Festive Satire: Julian’s Misopogon and the New Year at Antioch,” Journal of
Roman Studies 76 (1984), 106–119.
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In none of this recent scholarship, however, has anyone satisfactorily
answered the question of why Julian abuses himself, rather than someone or
something else. Even if the Misopogon is a complex invective inversion of a
panygeric that responds in kind to popular taunts, Julian did not, for these
reasons, necessarily need to direct his anger – however facetiously – at himself.
Yet we can make sense of this self-abusive rhetorical stance by understanding
two points about the emperor’s project. First, by joining the people of Antioch
in making fun of himself he cements his status, which his subjects had assigned
him, as the lowest of the low within the upside-down world of the Kalends. But
as I will show, by accepting this temporarily low position, he reiterates the
supreme power that he wields throughout the rest of the year. Secondly, in
emphasizing (and most likely overemphasizing) the point that the Antiochenes
prefer Christ to him, Julian is able to cluster together a civic population that
chafes under his authority, a festival that is far too wild for his austere
tastes–though he certainly supported the more official aspects of the
Kalends–and the Christian religion that he hates. Read from this perspective,
the Misopogon trumpets Julian’s power while using broad strokes to paint
Antioch as an out-of-control and morally bankrupt bastion of Christianity and
an example of all that is wrong with that religion. The Misopogon moves to the
topsy-turvy logic of the Kalends, and thus the abuse gets launched against the
author himself. But the text’s absurdity is constructed around a serious plan, and
if we can see that plan, then we can make sense of the absurdity.

Antioch’s Depravity and Julian’s Beard

The people of Antioch had accused Julian of turning the world upside-down
(paq’ 1l³ t± toO j|slou pq\clata !mat]tqaptai, 360d),and his Misopogon starts
from that premise, bringing the inversive, carnivalesque spirit of the Kalends
into his narrative in a variety of ways. For the Roman emperor to take up his
pen and attack himself represents a fascinating topsy-turvy-ness in and of itself,
even if that were the extent of it, but Julian describes a world in which nearly
everything is out of place, backward, and chaotic. Some of these elements
closely parallel notions of the carnival grotesque that are more familiar from
Medieval festivals in the West. Sex, gluttony, excretion, animals behaving like
humans, and fuzzy boundaries between categories such as male and female, old
and young–these are the hallmarks of the liberating anarchy of carnival, and all
of them are present in the Misopogon.

While these tawdry details have a certain salacious attraction, Julian weaves
them into a story concocted of a vocabulary of strategically misapplied words.
Throughout, he pounds out a steady rhythm of language that is rooted in the
traditional and highly standardized jargon of Greek behavioral norms. Yet none
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of the connections that these words ought to establish between ethics, civic
virtues, and Hellenized ideals works as it should. For example, the Greek word
eleutheria, freedom, which had been a key term in political theorizing for
centuries, is everywhere applied to the licentious lifestyle of the people of
Antioch; at the opposite end of the spectrum, we find words like douleia,
slavery, consistently applied to Julian’s devotion to law and order, the traditional
pantheon of gods, and his harsh brand of philosophical living.8 The terms of
this debate are, thus, all wrong. The subjects have more freedom than the ruler;
the king is a slave; and this standard lexical pairing of independence and
subjugation has been applied in a way that could make sense, if anywhere, only
on the comic stage.

One particularly apt example of Julian’s strange use of language in the
Misopogon moves us from a narrow focus on lexical detail and into a group of
more rollicking accounts of carnival behavior. After comparing himself to a
famously grumpy and misanthropic character from classical Greek comedy,
Julian presents to his subjects what amounts to a parodic definition of manly
virtue: “A blush of modesty only befits the weak. For manly men like yourselves,
it is proper to party from dawn till dusk and to make plain both in word and
deed that you look down on the law” (342b). Self-restraint, prudence,
moderation, piety, and devotion won’t get you ahead in this city where,
according to Julian, there are more mimes, musicians, and dancers than citizens.
During the Kalends celebration, Antioch proudly enacts the antithesis of proper
civic life. This is, of course, the main attraction of carnival celebrations, but
Julian clearly feels that the festivities went too far in this year, and he accuses the
city of engaging in this sort of uproarious festival behavior on a regular basis.

With this in mind we need not be too surprised at the list of “progressive”
traits that Julian ascribes to the people of Antioch. He uses an allusion to the
Odyssey to subtly compare them to Penelope’s suitors, men who feasted all day at
another’s expense. In response to their jab that he should braid rope from the
hairs of his beard he says (338d):

Cm l|mom 6kjeim dumgh/te ja· lμ t±r !tq_ptour rl_m ja· lakaj±r we?qar B
tqaw}tgr aqt_m deim± 1qc\sgtai

If only you could pull [my whiskers] and their roughness wouldn’t chafe your soft
and tender hands.

This line recalls the failure of Leiodes, the first of Penelope’s suitors to attempt
to string Odysseus’s bow in the Odyssey (21.150–51):

oqd] lim 1mt\muse. pq·m c±q j\le we?qar !m]kjym !tq_ptour "pak\r

8 And the people of Antioch are free from all servitude: “I think that you are so happy
because you are free from all slavery (douleia) first from the power of the gods, then from
the laws and third from me, who am guardian of the laws” (356d).
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He did not string it, because pulling [the bowstring] tired his soft and tender hands.

While this Homeric reference has long been recognized, the dire implications of
the comparison have not been fully appreciated. This is far more than a display
of erudition. The suitors and the Antiochenes have similarly chosen to remain
permanently in a festival lifestyle that ought to be temporary. And if the
Antiochenes are like the suitors, then Julian is an avenging Odysseus about to
reveal his true power. The emperor and the hero have both arrived in town
recently to tepid welcome. Neither is properly recognized as the rightful master,
and both plan to restore proper social order and put an end to the protracted
gallivanting in their homes. Our knowledge of what happens next to the suitors
serves as an allusive threat to the citizens of Antioch.9

Julian goes on to add more personal detail to his critique. With mock
confusion stemming from his lack of fashion sense, he complains that the men
of Antioch are so completely depilated, so decadently groomed, and so nattily
attired that a traditionalist like himself cannot distinguish the old men from the
young, or even, in some cases, the men from the women (342c). And speaking
of women, who ought to be under the watchful eye of their male kin, Julian says
that in Antioch they largely govern themselves (356b). The situation is even
worse with the animals. He claims that camels and donkeys are “led through the
porticoes like brides” and that no one would dare kick these animals out of the
elegant and shaded colonnades for fear of compromising the beasts’ freedom.
The complete liberality of the people of Antioch is proved by their support for
their asses’ independence (eleutheria, 355c). This snow-balling “freedom” from
all limitation and restraint for men, women, and, finally, animals bespeaks a
descent into a social morass where no philosophically minded ruler like Julian
could ever feel at home.

In his comments about animals it is quite probable that Julian is alluding to
a passage from Plato’s Republic in which the nadir of specifically democratic
license (eleutheria tou plÞthous) is reached when slaves share their master’s
freedom and when horses and asses knock any human out of the road who
refuses to make way for them (563b-c).10 Reading the Misopogon with the

9 At 342c-d Julian uses a more explicit Odyssean allusion comparing the people of
Antioch to the Phaeacians. The impact is similar, though less violent. The Phaeacians
were expert partiers who lived in an isolated unreality. As tempting as it would have been
for Odysseus to stay on Scheria with the coquettish Nausicaa, the Phaeacians, like the
Antiochenes, are a people without a future. They end up being cut off from the rest of
the civilized Greek world much as Julian threatens to cut Antioch out of his vision for
the Roman Empire.

10 Plato makes a similar point in the Laws (627a): “In whichever cities the better people (oR
!le_momer) subdue the masses (t¹ pk/hor) and the lower class (oR we?qoi), the city may
rightly be said to overcome itself [. . .] where the opposite happens, we must give the
opposite verdict.”
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political theory of the Republic in mind paints Antioch in the image of Plato’s
worst-case chaotic democracy. In that imagined city excessive freedom leads to a
social breakdown and, ultimately, anarchy. The city wallows in anomie and
desperately needs the strong guidance of an enlightened autocrat, someone who
will take back some of that eleutheria and give stability and structure in return.

Julian’s evocation of Plato reveals a crux that calls into question any
consistent reading of the text, because his classical Athenian model presents two
very different scenarios. On the one hand, his appeal to ancient Athens must
derive in large part from the typical reverence that classicizing authors felt for
the soft-lit Athens of yesteryear. As Jay Bregman puts it: “For Julian, fourth
century C.E. Athens is ‘mystically’ linked with fourth century B.C.E. Athens.”11

I do not mean to imply that Julian did not know the contemporary city. Indeed,
he had been initiated at Eleusis and had spent time in Athens as a student
(together with Gregory Nazianzen and Basil of Caesarea). Rather, his adulation
is pre-conditioned by the city’s famous past. In theMisopogon he says that he has
found the Athenians to be “the most noble and humane” of all the Greeks
(348c); and in his Letter to the Athenians, a text from 361 designed to curry
favor as he prepared for an anticipated showdown (which never ultimately
happened) with Constantius, he claims that “it would be hard to find another
people and city who are such lovers (erastas) of just words and deeds” (269b).12

He backs this point up with standard praise for the likes of Themistocles and
Aristides. The greatness that was Athens sits up straight at one end of the
spectrum, and the disappointment that is contemporary Antioch slouches
around the other.

On the other hand, a less glowing aspect of Julian’s Platonic reference creeps
into this simple opposition between Athenian nobility and Antiochene
degeneracy. Plato’s description of the excessively democratic city bears many
disturbing resemblances to Athenian radical democracy, the regime that gave
power to demagogues like Cleon and condemned all of its best military leaders
to death after the battle of Arginusae. Thus, Antioch cannot be beaten with this
Platonic stick without recognizing that that stick had originally been designed
for Plato’s Athens. From this perspective, a surprising close connection emerges
between classical Athens and Antioch of Julian’s day. Other parallels can easily
be adduced. For example, Plato accused Athens of being a “theatrocracy”
(Leg. 701a), while Julian says that the Antiochenes know of Plato, Socrates, and

11 “The Emperor Julian’s View of Classical Athens,” in Charles D. Hamilton and Peter
Krentz, eds. , Polis and Polemos: Essays on Politics, War, and History in Ancient Greece, in
Honor of Donald Kagan (Claremont: Regina Books, 1997), 347–361, 358.

12 The image of Athenians as lovers (erastai) of their city and way of life derives from
Thucydides’ famous account of Pericles’ funeral oration of 431/30.
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Aristotle only from seeing them ridiculed on the comic stage.13 Antioch, too, is
something of a theatrocracy (though Julian shows that in typical Roman fashion
the race track served as an equally or even more important center of civic life).

Plato was not alone in his condemnation of classical Athenian democracy.
The so-called Old Oligarch opens his Constitution of Athens with the complaint
that the lower-classes (ponÞroi) have usurped the rightful power of the Athenian
nobility (chrÞstoi) (1.1). Aristotle makes a similar point in his Politics, arguing
that a government in which artisans and merchants have a significant voice
cannot attain virtue or stability (1319a26–30).14 Even without invoking the
plentiful comic evidence, we can see a strand of political writing that viewed
Athenian democracy as an inversion of traditional power structures. Democratic
Athens was upside-down, and we can understand both Athens and Antioch as
examples of cities in which the appropriate and effective governmental structure
has been replaced by less efficient models.

In a brilliant article exploring the surprising absence of Athenian comedy
from Mikhail Bakhtin’s theories of carnival humor, Anthony Edwards has gone
so far as to suggest that democratic Athens was in a state of protracted carnival :
“The establishment of the demos as sovereign through its power in the assembly
and courts resulted in what seemed to some a saturnalian state, in effect,
institutionalizing the misrule of festival and marketplace…”15 In the years after
Ephialtes’ democratic reforms in the 460’s BCE, populist leaders and upstart
politicians gained more and more power at the expense of conservative
aristocrats. In Edwards’s formulation, this left the aristocratic authors of
politicized Old Comedy in a complicated position. On the one hand, they were
attacking elites, such as Cleon, and were, thus, engaging in a type of anti-
authoritarian festival anarchy. On the other hand, they were taking shots almost
exclusively at that new class of leaders (rather than aristocrats, such as Nicias)
whose power itself derived from a usurpation and overturning of traditional
hierarchies. The situation in Antioch is quite similar: the people of Antioch
accuse Julian of turning the world upside-down, but from his perspective, all his
efforts (like those of many Athenian comic poets, in Edwards’s model) are aimed
at restoring the proper social structures that Antioch had fecklessly overturned.

13 References to comic theater abound in the Misopogon. Heather Vincent presented an
excellent study of the comic and satirical aspects of the text at the annual meeting of the
American Philological Association in 2008 titled “Comic Technique in Julian’s
Misopogon.”

14 Such complaints about the current state of affairs can be found much earlier than
classical Athens. For example, the Megarian poet Theognis laments that the riff-raff
(jajo_) have become the new aristocracy (!caho_), while the nobility (1shko_) have been
disenfranchised (deiko_) (e. g. 39–52 and 57–58 West).

15 “Historicizing the Popular Grotesque,” in: Robert B. Branham, ed., Bakhtin and the
Classics (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2002), 27–58, 37.
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For Julian, then, a reference to Plato’s complaints about Athenian
democratic license simultaneously participates in the glorification of classical
Athens and establishes an unsettling parallel between its social problems and
those of Antioch. The Old Oligarch pined for the good old days of aristocratic
power; Plato fantasized about an enlightened philosopher-king; but Athens’s
problems with democracy came to an end in reality only with the rise of
Macedonia. As in the discussion of Penelope’s suitors above, the hint of a
connection with Alexander the Great’s career would have been welcome to
Julian (though Athenian democracy only officially ended with the Lamian War
after Alexander’s death). As the new Odysseus, he has come to Antioch to clean
house; as the new Alexander, he has come to re-establish order before turning
east to vanquish the Persians. According to the historian Socrates, Julian believed
himself to be Alexander reborn (Hist. Eccl. 3.21), and although he failed to
achieve as much as his predecessor, Julian did plan to re-conquer the East after
he left Antioch. And like Alexander, his vision of the future died with him.

The tension between Julian’s admiration for past Athenian greatness and the
implicit (perhaps unintentional) parallel between the political dynamics of
Athenian democracy and contemporary Antioch need not be resolved. Inversion
festivals celebrate social distinctions even as they are temporarily obliterated;
they rearticulate hierarchies by joyously flattening them for a short while.
Bakhtin notes that carnival rhetoric “was always essentially ambivalent; it closely
combined praise and abuse, it glorified and humiliated.”16 So if Julian’s text is,
as Gleason has argued, a response in kind to the mockery that was enacted
during kalends, then we can understand this ambivalence between structure and
anarchy within the Misopogon as a dynamic unity. The two visions of society
play with one another within the festive rhetoric, even though the emperor
himself clearly anticipates a return to normal time and the imperial power
structure atop which he sits.

Into this framework of images of order and chaos, we can now effectively
incorporate Julian’s beard, the unifying theme of his self-directed invective, and
the main point of contact between himself and his subjects. Contact, but
perhaps I should go farther and say, even, a strange type of agreement. For the
image of Julian’s beard becomes a fulcrum against which the emperor can
leverage his satirical message to his audience, who only understand slogans
shouted at the racetrack or debaucheries enacted on the stage. His beard
becomes the physical place and the literary topos where these two visions of the
world collide. If we read the Misopogon as a teasing and ultimately playful tract,
then his beard can be interpreted as a token of the kalends’ intended communitas
binding together different strata of the social hierarchy. If, however, we choose

16 Rabelais and his World, trans. H. Iswolsky (Bloominton: Indiana University Press, 1984),
418.
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to read the text in a more ominous register, then the agreement about Julian’s
ugly beard works as a stable starting point from which the two parties quickly
move further and further apart.17 Accordingly, the people of Antioch see his
beard as a ridiculous symbol of all of Julian’s austerity, seriousness, and
misguided religiosity, but as he re-inscribes and re-appropriates his beard into
his own invective, Julian uses his subjects’ tastes against them.

The Antiochenes say that his beard is ugly and that it must be the reason
why their ruler, of all people, spends all his nights alone in bed; Julian agrees,
admitting that his ugly beard attracts no one and that it makes even kissing
difficult (338d). They find him to be strangely moderate in his diet ; again, the
emperor agrees, saying that if he were any more enthusiastic at table he would
end up swallowing not only his food but much of his beard and the lice that
crawl around in it (338c). Given this excessive temperance imposed by his facial
hair, Julian’s story about the one time that he vomited is appropriately
understated (340c-342a). While his drunken subjects must have had uproarious
stories of such an unpleasant bodily function, the emperor speaks not of binge
drinking or gluttonous eating but a moment when his study in Paris became
quite humid because of a glitch in the heating system. He threw up on his
doctor’s orders, instantly felt better, and that was about it.

Sex, consumption, and excretion – all normal human activities that become
exaggerated and prominent during carnival, are here mitigated in Julian’s life,
especially because of the presence of his beard. His facial hair forces him to be
the sort of person that his philosophical beliefs urge him to be, even as it
becomes the point of miscommunication between himself and his subjects. As
their performances on the Kalends start from the ridiculous appearance of his
beard, so his claim to ultimate authority begins, in his mind, from the moderate,
reflective, and proper lifestyle that his beard symbolizes. The Carnival King may
be an animal, the town drunk, or the village idiot, but in the Misopogon Julian
reminds us that the butt of carnival humor is the person who wields the most
power in normal time. So Julian’s manipulation of the upside-down logic of the
Kalends and his reinterpretation of the image of his beard all lead to a
reassertion of his authority outside the festival setting.

17 This choice does not boil down to a bifurcation between carnival laughter and satirical
condescension. Fritz Graf discusses this false dichotomy in Bakhtin’s theory and uses the
example of Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis to show that a Saturnalian text need not identify with
the target of its humor, in: “Satire in a Ritual Context,” in K. Freudenburg, ed., The
Cambridge Companion to Roman Satire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005),
192–206, especially 202–205.
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Julian and Antiochene Religion

This reading of Julian’s beard and his allusions to Homer and Plato addresses
only the more prominent and funny of the people’s taunts against him during
the Kalends celebration. As noted above, he also tells us that they longed for the
rule of Christ and the Christian emperor Constantius. Indeed, Christ, according
the emperor, had become the accepted patron of Antioch (Khristos polioukhos,
357a). This explains why, as Julian tells us, the local temple of Apollo had been
abandoned prior to his arrival the year before and why even the god himself had
given up on the site. The city had given up the old ways and devoted itself to the
ascendant religious movement of the day.

As with the jokes about his beard, Julian’s response to these religious
criticisms starts from a basic agreement with, rather than an attempted
refutation of, the people’s charge. He does not immediately proclaim himself or
his religion to be better than the Christian alternative; rather, he accepts his
subjects’ self-proclaimed Christianity and makes it a central problem. This
allows Julian to draw close parallels between a devotion to Christianity and an
unrestrained and debauched lifestyle. To celebrate the Kalends in this manner is
to be Christian; and to be Christian is to live as the Antiochenes do.

There is, of course, a problem with this tidy equation of the wild excesses of
the Kalends with Christianity, and even the claim that Antioch was a Christian
city in 363 is extremely dubious. Ammianus Marcellinus tells us that when
Julian entered the city for the first time his arrival was met with sounds of
lamentation arising from the celebration of the festival of Adonis – hardly an
event that people of an exclusively Christian perspective would want to
promote. Furthermore, both Ammianus and John Chrysostom, in his sermons
preached against Jews and Judaizing Christians in Antioch in 386 and 387, offer
clear evidence that the city was far from uniformly Christian even under the
series of Christian emperors who succeeded Julian. While fundamentalists like
Julian and Chrysostom tended to see the world in terms of exclusive and rigid
religious categories, the real situation surely admitted greater flexibility. Many of
the same people who were busy celebrating the Adonia when Julian first arrived
in Antioch must have been among those chanting slogans that called for a return
to Constantius’s Christianity, which was less intrusive and aggressive than
Julian’s religious policy.

Julian’s perspective here is not, however, mere rhetorical sleight of hand,
because he believed that cities, like plants and human families, have congenital
dispositions (348b):18 “…for all men it is natural that the morals of the

18 Julian’s theory about the soul and personality of distinct human communities is discussed
by Polymnia Athanassiadi-Fowden, Julian and Hellenism: An Intellectual Biography
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descendents should be like those of their ancestors.” The Athenians, he notes,
are, and always have been, a noble people. But the people of Antioch have
always been base. He proves this with two stories : the first about how
Antiochus, for whom Seleucus named the city, fell in love with and married his
step-mother (347a-348d); the second about a time that the Roman senator
Cato visited the city and the people were only interested in meeting his
phenomenally wealthy freedman (358a-59a). With ancestors like these, Julian
asks, why should we be surprised at the behavior of Antioch’s current batch of
denizens? So, Antioch’s devotion to Christianity today is an outgrowth of its
impious and unethical past. Christianity is a form of degenerate religion that has
fallen away from proper traditions – an argument that Julian makes about
Christianity in more straightforward terms elsewhere; and the popularity of
Christianity in Antioch is a symptom of the city’s own congenital degeneracy.

For the past quarter century or so, scholarship on the religious trends of this
era has been moving away from thinking of terms such as Christian and pagan
as fixed and rigid categories. We now realize that the reality on the street must
have been far messier.19 The religious struggles of the fourth century are
primarily represented by authors who believed in exclusive religious devotion
(especially Christian apologists, bishops and theologians). For the majority of
the population of the Roman Empire, however, such a black-and-white
approach was not necessary, and an inhabitant of Antioch could have a devout
religious life that involved pagan, Christian and Jewish modes of expression. But
with the Misopogon we can see how such stark distinctions could be part of a
rhetorical strategy that seeks to reduce complexity and manipulate blunt
oppositions. And who could blame Julian for reacting as he did? For all of his
efforts to be a good leader, his subjects had made him the target for their fun
and frustration during the festival of the Kalends. In the Misopogon, he tries to
bring the world right way up again.

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), 107. This idea is also mention by the Antiochene
orator Libanius (Or. 18.147).

19 Relying on the theoretical framework of Frederick Barth, I. Sandwell uses fourth century
Antioch as a test case to show how religious identities were constructed. Her analysis pits
John Chrysostom’s rigid and exclusionary approach to religious identity (one should
adhere to one and only one religious system) against Libanius’ attitude, which she
reasonably argues was the far more prevalent view, in which there is little room for fixed
religious categories. Religious Identity in Late Antiquity : Greeks, Jews, and Christians in
Antioch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), especially pp. 3–11.
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Conclusion

We can now see the full contour of Julian’s invective strategy in the Misopogon.
His focus on his beard starts from his subjects’ mockery of him and serves to
underline his own power outside the bounds of the kalends’ festival system. And
by pairing their taunts about his beard with their desire for Christ, Julian is able
to equate a dissolute festival, a fractious populace, and Christianity – and he
suggests that these are all the products of Antioch’s long drift away from proper
moral values. With this equation in place, the Misopogon can be read as a
statement about Julian’s plan for the religious future of the empire. That
message is encoded in an upside-down logic that derives from the spirit of the
Kalends, but when properly decoded it propounds the emperor’s desire to
rebuild Roman society on a more philosophical, temperate, and traditional
foundation (all topics he addresses more directly elsewhere). The fact that Julian
could summarily proclaim all the people of Antioch to be Christians – when
surely there were many pagans less fanatical than himself and people who
incorporated aspects of various religions – shows how extreme and untenable his
religious vision was. If the people of Antioch were all like Penelope’s suitors,
then Julian’s role as an avenging Odysseus promised a solution to their carefree
attitude that would be as problematic as it was extreme.

Soon after all this unpleasantness, Julian left Antioch. He was heading off to
Persia to extend the boundaries of his empire, and he appointed a brutal thug to
be in charge of Antioch in his absence. The people realized that they were in a
precarious position and sought to work their way back into Julian’s good graces.
As fate would have it, however, Julian died in Persia and with him went his
dream of revitalizing the empire’s civic and religious traditions. As Christianity
gained more and more power, the festival of the Kalends, which had started as
an occasion for Republican ceremony in Rome, continued to thrive, and not
many years after Julian’s tirade, Christian leaders like Augustine and John
Chrysostom were following in his footsteps in decrying the excesses of this New
Year’s celebration.20

20 The relationship between Libanius’, Chrysostom’s and Augustine’s writings about the
kalends is discussed by Fritz Graf in this volume.
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