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Editorial 
 The world of Classical Humanities often 
seems far removed from that of the apostle of the 
third millennium.  The voice of the Greats no longer 
sounds relevant in our post-modern world. And yet, 
it is for this very reason that we need the humanities 
today more than ever, when we feel that the ship of 
the world has been cast adrift on an ocean of 
relativism, without anchor or moorings.  

                It is precisely this lack of foundations that 
the study of classical humanities seeks to remedy, for 
it is in the great authors of the past that we find the 
first attempts to solve the supreme questions of our 
existence. It is in their works that we see the 
perennial longings of man - for meaning, for 
transcendence, for beauty - that even after millennia 
of ‘progress’ have not lost their relevance and 
urgency. It is in such studies as literature, history, 
and art history, that we come to understand man at 
his best and worst, in his highest ideals and most 
devastating failures. 

                It is in this spirit that we launch this new 
edition of Forum, hoping that it will serve as a source 
of enrichment and inspiration for all of our brother 
Legionaries, wherever they may be. 
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A lthough some scholars have thought that the Iliad 
originally ended with Book XXII, most people now 
accept the last two books as part of the original 

work.  Even though killing Hector avenged Patroklos’ 
death, Achilles will not be reintegrated into humane society 
until he gives up his anger at Hector in Book XXIV. Priam’s 
supplication of Achilles reveals an additional facet of 
Achilles to us, and that is what this paper hopes to examine. 
To do so, it will compare and contrast Priam’s supplication 
of Achilles with the embassy to Achilles in Book IX. The 
reason for this comparison is simple: Achilles accepts 
Priam’s offer, but rejects Agamemnon’s. By pinpointing the 
differences between the two offers we should be able to 
identify why Achilles accepts Priam's ransom, and is thus 
restored to himself.  

Some similarities between the offers of 
Agamemnon and Priam are obvious.  In the 
first place, both offer material goods to 
Achilles. Agamemnon not only promises a 
mélange of goods including gold, horses, 
concubines, and as much booty from Troy 
as Achilles can fit in his ships, but also the 
hand of his daughter (whichever Achilles 
should choose) and part of his own 
kingdom. (IX, 120-156) Priam’s offer is substantial but 
significantly smaller, consisting of twelve fine robes, and as 
many mantles, cloaks and tunics, along with ten talents of 
gold, two tripods, four cauldrons, and a goblet. (XXIV, 228
-33) Both offers are not spontaneous, but are the outcome 
of a council. In Book IX, that of Agamemnon with the lords 
of the Achaeans (89-181), in Book XXIV, first that of the 
gods on Olympus (32-158), and then that of Priam with 
Hekabe. (194-227)  

These similarities I would call superficial, since they do 
not seem to have much influence on Achilles’ decision to 

accept or reject the offer. During the discussion in Book IX, 
Achilles makes light of the gifts that Agamemnon has 
promised, reminding Phoenix, Odysseus, and Ajax that he 
has plenty of possessions in Phthia and also as a result of this 
campaign. (364-67) And even if Agamemnon gave him as 
many gifts as there are grains of sand, Achilles would not be 
moved. When Agamemnon renews his offer the next day 
(XIX, 138-48) after the death of Patroklos and after 
Achilles’ decision to re-enter the fight, Achilles again pays 
almost no attention to the gifts, even waiving his claim to 
them. 

However, there are other similarities between the 
offers of Priam and Agamemnon that touch nearer the 
outcomes. Both men’s petitions are unwelcome to Achilles. 

In Book IX, Achilles, who was angry 
enough to kill Agamemnon in Book I, 
broods over the insult. In Book XXIV 
unable to sleep, he tosses and turns at night 
because of longing for Patroklos. (XXIV, 5-
6) He relents only to viciously drag 
Hector’s corpse around his friend’s tomb. 
Moreover as Hector was dying, Achilles 
had sworn: 
 

… there is no one who can hold the dogs off  
from your head, not if they bring here and set before me ten 

times  
and twenty times the ransom, and promise more in addition,  
not if Priam son of Dardanos should offer to weigh out   
your bulk in gold… (XXII, 347-352)1 

 
Another striking similarity between the embassy to 

Achilles and Priam’s supplication is the reception that 
Achilles gives. He offers food and drink, and to both 
Phoenix and Priam, a place to sleep. Clearly Achilles 

Even if Agamemnon 
gave him as many gifts 
as there are grains of 
sand, Achilles would 

not be moved. 
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detaches his treatment of their persons from his acceptance 
of their petitions.2 

Perhaps the most striking parallel between the petitions 
is the similar appeal to fatherhood. First, both messages 
include a reminder of Peleus, Achilles’ father. Odysseus 
recalls Peleus’ advice to his son before setting out from 
Phthia to “hold fast in your bosom the anger of the proud 
heart” (IX, 255-256), so as to win honor from the Greeks. 
Likewise Priam reminds Achilles of his father. (XXIV, 486) 

But even more poignantly, both 
Phoenix and Priam ask to be treated with 
the respect due a father. Phoenix truly is a 
father to Achilles, as we discover in Book 
IX. He used to feed Achilles on his knee, 
(IX, 487-91) and he has raised Achilles, 
teaching him the arts of war and rhetoric 
since Peleus sent Achilles to Agamemnon at 
an early age. (IX, 438-43) Phoenix calls 
Achilles his son, who takes the place of the 
children Phoenix will never have: “so that it 
was you, godlike Achilles, I made my own child, so that 
some day you might keep hard affliction from me.” (IX, 494
-95) 

Similarly, and movingly, Priam identifies himself with 
Peleus. His request for ransom is essentially a request that 
Achilles pity him as he would his own father:  

 
Achilleus like the gods, remember your father, one who  
is of years like mine, and on the door-sill of sorrowful old 

age. (XXIV, 486-87) 
Yet surely he, when he hears of you and that you are still 

living,  
is gladdened within his heart and all his days he is hopeful  
that he will see his beloved son come home from the Troad. 

(490-92) 
… take pity upon me  
remembering your father, (503-04) (emphasis added). 
 
 Achilles recognizes both Phoenix’s and Priam’s claim 

to respect as for a father. His answer to Phoenix begins with 
“Phoenix, my father”. (IX, 607) Still more significant than 
his words to Phoenix is his decision. He will not, as he had 
told Odysseus (357-63), set sail for Phthia immediately 
tomorrow morning. Instead he will wait and confer with 
Phoenix the next morning whether to go home or to stay 

(618-19), and in the end he does indeed stay. In response to 
Priam, Achilles accepts Priam’s self-identification with 
Peleus and reinforces it by telling the myth of the urns of 
Zeus, in which he compares Priam to Peleus, who both have 
received their shares of good and ill from Zeus. (XXIV, 527
-48) In addition, Achilles identifies himself as the single 
cause of suffering of both Peleus and Priam: “and I give him 
[Peleus] no care as he grows old, since far from the land of 
my fathers I sit here in Troy, and bring nothing but sorrow 

to you [Priam] and your children.” (XXIV, 
540-42) By returning Hector's body to 
Priam, Achilles at last finds a means of 
expressing his relationship to his own 
father. 
So far we have compared Priam’s offer in 
Book XXIV to the embassy in Book IX, and 
have found a striking similarity in the claim 
to respect for a father. What greater 
contrasts led Achilles to accept one and 
reject the other? 

The first substantial difference is that Achilles is 
ordered by Zeus to accept ransom from Priam. (XXIV, 133
-40) A second important difference is in Achilles’ attitude to 
death. In Book IX Achilles is aware that he must choose 
between long life and everlasting glory in fighting the 
Trojans. In his famous response to Odysseus, he seems to 
give pride of place to long life, and surprisingly, to spurn 
honor in battle. (IX, 400-16) But by Book XXIV he knows 
that he has irrevocably chosen the path of a short and 
glorious life and that by killing Hector he has in effect 
doomed himself. Priam unknowingly reminds Achilles of his 
mortality in his plea. For Achilles knows, though he 
prudently conceals, that Peleus’ hopes of ever seeing his son 
will be dashed, and that by the son of the man here 
supplicating him.3 “By killing Priam’s son, Achilles has in 
effect killed himself, so that Priam’s analogy between 
himself and Achilles’ father is more exact than he knows.”4 
Because Achilles is more aware of what his own death will 
mean to Peleus he is better able to understand what 
Hector’s death means to Priam. Furthermore Priam himself 
knows that he is doomed by the death of Hector, and 
Achilles is able to commune with him as a fellow mortal 
whose days are numbered. When Agamemnon and all the 
Greeks were at the point of destruction in Book IX, 

By returning Hector's 
body to Priam, 

Achilles at last finds a 
means of expressing 
his relationship to his 
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Achilles, whose own death was not imminent, was hardly 
able to sympathize with them. 

The third substantial difference between Priam and 
Agamemnon is that Priam formally supplicates Achilles. 
Both Priam and Achilles fulfill the ritual acts of suppliant 
and supplicated, and they both possess the appropriate 
attitudes. Priam takes the knees of Achilles in his arms, and 
kisses his hands. (XXIV, 478) He utters his plea and then he 
sits (485-509). These are the significant 
acts of supplication.5 In the same vein, 
Achilles responds as one who is supplicated 
should: he raises Priam to his feet (515) and 
invites him to sit. (522) Then they eat 
together. (627) Thus both Priam and 
Achilles perform the acts of a formal 
supplication. 

Priam also possesses the attitude of a 
suppliant, principally in his total self-
abasement, which he pathetically describes: 
“yet I am still more pitiful; / I have gone 
through what no other mortal on earth has 
gone through; / I put my lips to the hands 
of the man who has killed my 
children.” (504-06) 

Achilles, in receiving Priam’s 
supplication, gives him the honor that 
Priam has abdicated in his self-abasement. This is perhaps 
best exemplified in the scene when Priam and Achilles both 
contemplate each other in wonder. (628-32) It is clear from 
the way that Achilles welcomes Priam into a relationship 
with himself, accepting his claim to fatherhood. 

In contrast to Priam’s formal supplication, it is evident 
that the embassy sent to Achilles in Book IX is not a formal 
supplication since it neither fulfills the ritual actions of 
supplication nor do the people involved behave as those in a 
supplication, i.e., abasing oneself. However, several 
counter-arguments could be raised. The first is that Achilles 
treats Priam in Book XXIV and Odysseus, Phoenix, and 
Ajax in Book IX similarly. But this is to be expected. The 
significance of Achilles’ actions to Priam is to restore to 
Priam the honor which he has disclaimed by his supplication 
and also to accept him into his social group, making him a 
guest. Such actions of honoring and of showing acceptance 

are also exactly what we expect Achilles to perform 
towards his φίλοι.6 

A second argument against the differentiation of Priam 
and the embassy on the grounds of supplication is that 
Phoenix, Odysseus, and Ajax figuratively supplicate Achilles 
without actually performing the ritual. Such an argument 
would assume that figurative supplication is just as binding 
as complete supplication.7 It would point to the famous Litai 

passage (IX, 502-14), in which Phoenix 
speaks of the daughters of Zeus who should 
be venerated and respected. In addition it 
would point out that Phoenix subtly pleads 
for Achilles’ acceptance by citing the myth 
of the supplication of Meleager. Phoenix 
clearly expects Achilles to treat him as 
Meleager was moved to treat his supplicant 
wife. (IX, 591)8 But against this argument it 
is clear that Phoenix neither performs the 
actions of supplication, nor abases himself 
before Achilles—the essential elements of 
supplication. Moreover, Achilles does not 
treat him as a suppliant or acquiesce to his 
request to fight for the Greeks. It would be 
difficult to equate supplication with a 
“figurative supplication” which omits all the 
essentials of supplication. 

However, a third argument that the embassy 
supplicates Achilles could be produced. Phoenix, like Priam 
lamenting Hector, mourns for the coming slaughter of the 
Greeks and asks Achilles to pity them.9 This naturally seems 
to be supplication, or at least a significant aspect of it. 
Achilles acknowledges that Phoenix is mourning and urges 
him not to, using the same word10 that he will apply to 
Priam. But a closer look at Achilles’ response serves to 
highlight the difference in attitude between Phoenix and 
Priam. Achilles twice urges Priam not to lament, both times 
for the same reason: mourning cannot bring the dead back 
to life. (XXIV, 523-24; 549-51) But when Achilles tells 
Phoenix not to mourn the reason he gives is that it is not 
fitting for Phoenix to favor Agamemnon, by mourning him, 
lest Phoenix become hateful to Achilles. (IX, 612-15) The 
implication is that pleading for Agamemnon may change 
Achilles’ esteem for Phoenix, but never for Agamemnon. 

The embassy sent to 
Achilles in Book IX is 

not a formal 
supplication since it 
neither fulfills the 
ritual actions of 

supplication nor do the 
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supplication. 
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The difference between the response to Priam and that to 
Phoenix shows Achilles’ differing attitude to both. He 
accepts Priam’s plea for pity as abasement and he has 
compassion on Priam, sorrowing with him. (XXIV, 507-21) 
He sees Phoenix’s petition as also degrading, but he does 
not accept it; instead he rebukes Phoenix for condescending 
to appeal for Agamemnon. 

This distinction that Achilles sees between Priam, for 
whom it is fitting to abase himself, and Phoenix, for whom 
it is incongruous, emphasizes one of the principal 
differences between the two scenes: αἰδώς.  Aἰδώς is 
characteristic of a supplication, and it forms an important 
element of the encounter between Achilles and Priam. Even 
though Apollo criticizes Achilles for his lack of αἰδώς at the 
beginning of Book XXIV11 before the encounter and Hekabe 
likewise,12 Zeus predicts that Achilles will accept a 
suppliant. (157-58) This same prediction is 
reiterated by Hermes. (465-67) After 
Priam’s supplication, this prediction is 
completely justified when Achilles, far 
from taking advantage of Priam’s weakness, 
mourns with him and then lifts him up, 
accepting him into his dwelling and offering 
him hospitality. The αἰδώς of both Priam 
and Achilles in this scene is obvious. 

However in Book IX we find no αἰδώς. 
Nor should we expect any, since this is a meeting of φίλοι, 
not of possibly competitive strangers. Yet Achilles does 
mention the term in a revealing sentence. In his rejection of 
Odysseus’ proposal he denounces Agamemnon as “wrapped 
forever in shamelessness” (αἰὲν ἀναιδείην ἐπιειμένος). (372) 
Clearly this is the grievous fault of Agamemnon that 
angered Achilles so much: the lack of αἰδώς in 
Agamemnon’s treatment of Achilles in Book I. It is not too 
much of stretch to imagine that when Achilles says that what 
he wants from Agamemnon is that he make good “all this 
heartrending insolence,” (IX, 387) he means that he would 
be satisfied if Agamemnon came to him with the αἰδώς of a 
supplicant (which is of course unimaginable). In fact, the 
following day Achilles shows that this is precisely what he 
expects: “now I think the Achaians will come to my knees 
and stay there in supplication.” (XI, 609-10) 

Summarizing then the comparison between Priam’s 
offer to Achilles and that of Agamemnon, there are two 
striking similarities: the appeal to respect for fatherhood, 
and the appeal to Achilles’ compassion, both of which are 
contained in the content of the petitions. On the other 
hand, three important differences are that Achilles was 
commanded by Zeus to give back the body of Hector, that 
in Book XXIV Achilles has a heightened perception of life 
and death, and that Priam formally supplicates Achilles. If 
Achilles’ acceptance of the offer stems from a combination 

of these three differences, the startling conclusion is that 
Achilles accepts Priam’s offer not because of the content of 
his plea, but for reasons that Priam does not proffer: out of 
respect for Zeus, because of Achilles’ state of mind, and 
because of Achilles’ compliance with the ritual of 
supplication. 

 
 
1All translations in this paper are from Richmond Lattimore.  
2For confirmation of this, see Achilles’ response to Odysseus 

(IX, 309): “resourceful Odysseus: without consideration for you I 
must make my answer”.  

3See Hector’s dying prediction in XXII.358-360: “I might be 
made into the gods’ curse upon you, on that day when Paris and 
Phoibos Apollo destroy you in the Skaian gates, for all your valor; 
as well as Thetis’ words to her son in XXIV.131-132: “For you 
will not be with me long, but already death and powerful destiny 

stand closely above you.” 
4M. Silk, Homer: The Iliad (West Nyack, 2004), 
47  
5For a comprehensive study of supplication see 
J. Gould, “Hiketeia,” JHS 93 (1993): 74-103 
6This is due to the nature of supplication, 
which, as Gould explained, is very similar to 
ξενία.  
“In ξενία the ‘insider’ extends his protection, 
and the honour that such protection conveys, to 

the stranger. In supplication the ‘outsider’ enforces a 
claim to the same honour and protection by a ritual 
procedure which enacts the total abdication of any such 
claim.” (Gould 94) 

7Such protection and honor are offered, a fortiori, to ones’ 
friends. 

8It is beyond the scope of this paper to address this thesis, 
which runs counter to Gould’s position.  

9It is interesting to note that the word which modifies 
Meleager’s wife as she supplicates him in line 591, ὀδυρομένη, 
Achilles uses to characterize Phoenix in his appeal to him: 
ὀδυρόμενος. (IX, 612) 

10“Phoenix, the aged horseman spoke out in a stormburst of 
tears, and fearing for the ships of the Achaians” (IX, 432-33) 

11To Phoenix: “μή μοι σύγχει θυμὸν ὀδυρόμενος καὶ 
ἀχεύων” (IX, 612); to Priam: “μὴ δ’ἀλίαστον ὀδύρεο σὸν κατὰ 
θυμόν”(XXIV, 549) 

Ironically, this is also the word used of Achilles when he 
mourns for Patroklos (XVIII, 461, XIX, 345, XXIII, 154, XXIV, 
128), so that Achilles’ advice to Priam not to weep mirrors 
Thetis’ advice to her son. (XXIV, 128) 

12Apollo’s words show the importance of αἰδώς: οὐδέ οἱ 
αἰδὼς γίνεται, ἥ τ’ ἄνδρας μέγα σίνεται ἠδ’ ὀνίνησι.”(XXIV, 44-
45) 

13“ὠμηστὴς καὶ ἄπιστος ἀνὴρ ὅ γε οὔ σ’ ἐλεήσει, οὐδέ τί σ’ 
αἰδέσεται.”(XXIV, 207-208). Curiously, the lines directly before 
this (203-05) are repeated later by Achilles in amazement at Priam 
(519-21). 

Achilles would be 
satisfied if Agamemnon 
came to him with the 
αἰδώς of a supplicant 



T he history of the early Byzantine Empire is bound 
intimately to the saga of successive waves of 
barbarian threats.  The term ‘barbarian’ was used 

by the Byzantines to refer to a wide array of ethnic and 
tribal groups which came into contact with the empire.  The 
term originated with the ancient Greeks as a label for any 
non-Greek speakers.  As the term was adopted by the 
Roman Empire, it typically had a more pejorative sense.  
Thus, the migrant ethnic groups which threatened the 
empire at its borders were labeled ‘barbarians.’   

From 300-800 A.D., the myriad barbarian groups 
which influence the course of events in the Eastern or Early 
Byzantine Empire included the Goths, Avars, Huns, 
Bulgars, Slavs, Serbs, Croats,  Gepids, Vandals, Pechenegs, 
and others.  Generally, organization of these groups was not 
static.  In the wake of military victories and defeats, 
remnants of barbarian tribes underwent frequent 
assimilation and re-association.  Thus, umbrella terms like 
‘Germanic’ can give a misleading impression of stable 
continuity. 

Each these barbarian groups left its mark on Byzantine 
history, and thus all deserve due consideration by historians.  
Nor was the barbarian influence was always negative.  At 
critical moments barbarian tribes entered alliance with 
Constantinople and rendered valuable aid.  Therefore, 
meaningful distinctions can be made regarding the 
magnitude, duration, and consequences of barbarian 
influences.  In light of such considerations, this article 
argues that from 300-800 A.D. the Goths (the Ostrogoths 
and Visigoths considered collectively) were the barbarian 
group which exerted the most enduring influence upon 
events in the Eastern Empire, in support of which, five 
arguments are offered.   

1. The Goths were distinctly influential because of the 
historical timing of their interaction with the Eastern Empire.   

Consider an analogy from American history.  A span of 
two centuries separates the American Revolutionary war 
from the conflict in Vietnam (as compared to the five 
centuries from 300-800 A.D.).  When considered in 
numeric terms, the American Revolution claimed around 
25,000 American military casualties while Vietnam had over 
50,000.   

Nonetheless, the American Revolutionary War can be 
properly considered the more consequential event.  This is 
not on account of its numerical magnitude, but on account 
of its character as the necessary precondition for emergence 
of a new political order in America.  The Revolutionary 
War is nearer to the root of the tree and thus influenced all 
subsequent stages of American history.  The scope of 
Vietnam’s influence was much more limited. 

In similar manner, strategic lessons learned during the 
French and Indian war can be considered weightier than 
strategic lessons learned in the Korean War.  Lessons from 
the French and Indian war had direct bearing on George 
Washington and other Revolutionary War commanders.  
Thus, to the degree its lessons contributed to American 
victory in the Revolution, the French and Indian war 
outweighs the Korean War, purely on account of its timing.  

Likewise, the Goths outweigh other barbarian groups 
purely on account of the historical timing of their influence.  
The Goths intervened at a moment when their influence 
contributed to a definitive parting of ways between the 
Eastern and Western Empire.  Thus their influence has a 
magnified degree of historical ramification. 

For example, comparison can be made between the 
Battle of Adrianople in 378 A.D. and the Battle of Pliska 
against the Bulghars in 811 A.D.  Both battles resulted in 
massive defeats for the Eastern Empire and claimed the life 
of an emperor on the field.  Both battles sparked terror in 
the public psyche (Krum had the skull of Nikephoros lined 

The Barbarian Influence 
How the Goths Helped Shape the History of the Byzantine Empire 
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with silver so he could use it as a drinking cup for toasts).  
However, the loss at Adrianople and the consequent 
unchecked Gothic presence was more consequential because 
it set the Eastern Empire on an entirely new trajectory of 
strategic and diplomatic development.   

As testimony to this fact, the consummate treatise on 
Byzantine military strategy, the Strategikon of Maurice, 
reveals that the by around 590 A.D. the empire’s strategy 
had undergone a revolution.  Long confrontation with the 
Goths and other barbarians had resulted in steady shift in 
emphasis toward the importance of cavalry.  The objective 
of battle had also shifted more toward deterrence rather 
than destruction of the enemy.  Furthermore, the 
Byzantines had developed intricate procedures for accessing 
risk, identifying tactically beneficial alliances, pursuing 
diplomacy, providing bribes, and collecting rudimentary 
forms of intelligence about enemies.   

Lessons learned from the disaster at Adrianople and 
from subsequent dealings with the Goths 
had a role in this strategic revolution.  
Valens had been devastated when 50,000 
Ostrogothic cavalry unexpectedly arrived 
as a supplement to Fritigern’s Visigothic 
infantry drawn up in laager.  The defeat of 
Nikephoros at the hands of Krum taught no 
strategic lessons of equivalent consequence, 
aside from the age old reality that greed for 
plunder could lead to military blunders. 

2. The Goths by their presence in the 
Balkans motivated immensely consequential 
defensive improvements to the city of Constantinople. 

Whenever barbarians crossed the Danube River and 
settled in the Balkan territories, it necessarily constituted a 
threat to the security of the Eastern Empire.  The mere 
proximity of such forces to Constantinople meant that there 
was always the potential for a rapid attack on the city.  
Therefore, even without active conflict, a barbarian 
presence in the Balkans required allocation of troops ready 
to respond quickly to a potential attack on Constantinople. 

The Gothic tribes were one of the earliest groups to 
pose this type of threat to Constantinople.  When Valens’ 
campaign ended in disaster, it became clear that the Goths 
could not be immediately dislodged from the Balkans by 
force.  This forced Theodosius to settle the Goths and to 
grant them virtual autonomy.  The Visigoths were granted 
parts of Thrace and Moesia while the Ostrogoths were 
settled in Pannonia.  In such proximity, the Goths remained 
a troubling threat to Constantinople. 

Subsequently, both Gothic tribes had uprisings (the 
Visigoths under Alaric and the Ostrogoths under Theodoric) 
and both ravaged expanses of imperial territory up to the 
walls of Constantinople.  The Goths, more than any other 

barbarian threat, motivated the construction of 
Constantinople’s massive Theodosian wall, initiated by 
Theodosius II in 412A.D.  Improvements were also made to 
the sea wall, and the massive Cistern of Aetius was 
constructed within the boundary of the new wall. 

Beyond the threat of Gothic tribes in the Balkans, the 
large number of Goths flocking to the suburbs of 
Constantinople may have been the direct catalyst for 
construction of additional defensive structures.  Goths were 
eventually expelled from the city and forced to move to an 
extra-mural settlement. 

Of course, the value of these defensive structures for 
the survival of Constantinople is incalculable.  The Goths 
were just the first of numerous threats to Constantinople.  
The Huns were just around the corner.  Later, the Slavs 
established themselves in the Balkans; likewise the Bulghars 
and the Muslims were held at a distance by the walls.  When 
the Theodosian walls ultimately succumbed to the Ottoman 

Turks, it was due largely to the invention 
of the cannon.  The Goths had prompted 
the  construct ion of  one of 
Constantinople’s most successful 
defensive weapons. 
3.  The decision of the Goths to move into the 
Western Empire allowed the Eastern Empire to 
survive. 
The history of the Byzantine Empire 
would have been radically different if the 
Western Empire had managed to recover 
on its own during the 5th century.  

However, the Gothic tribes helped assure that the Western 
Empire would never resuscitate of its own accord.   

After Alaric ravaged the Balkans, his Visigoths turned 
west and sacked Rome in 410 A.D.  Though Rome was no 
longer the Western capital, its defeat sent the chilling 
message that the end was nigh for the Western Empire.  
The Visigoths themselves changed course toward Spain, 
establishing the Tolosanian kingdom (lasting from 419-721 
A.D.).  The Byzantines would latter battle the Visigoths in 
Spain, but for the moment their departure from the Balkans 
was a relief for the Eastern Empire.  

The Ostrogoths lingered in the East for a significantly 
longer time.  Eventually, the desire to shake free from 
Ostrogoth influence prompted Leo I turned to Tarascodissa, 
an Isaurian cheiftan, for aid.  Tarascodissa became the 
emperor’s son-in-law, took the name Zeno, and became 
emperor in 474.  The Isaurians were themselves a rather 
unsavory tribe, but they were imperial subjects and thus 
preferred to barbarians. 

Zeno convinced Theodoric to lead his Ostrogoths west 
to confront Odoacer in 488 A.D. by an implicit offer of 
kingship over Italy.  Theodoric’s decision to accept the offer 

The Goths, more than 
any other barbarian 

threat, motivated the 
construction of 

Constantinople’s massive 
Theodosian wall. 
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was a monumental watershed in the history of the Eastern 
Empire.  His voluntary departure condemned the Western 
Empire to decline but gave the East a new lease on life.  
Had the Goths instead refused to leave Constantinople’s 
proximity, the Byzantine Empire might not have long 
outlived the West.  In a poetic sense, the Goths gave birth 
to the Byzantine Empire by sparing the East in pursuit of 
easier prey in the West.   

4.  The Visigoths helped weaken the Huns and spared the 
Eastern Empire from Attila’s renewed wrath. 

Attila’s Huns followed in the wake of the Goths and 
posed a new mortal danger to the Byzantines.  However, 
Attila was also persuaded to look westward following large 
payments of tribute from Constantinople.   

However, Attila had by no means ceased to be a threat 
to the East.  He could have turned back East at a whim; 
especially if he had his campaigns in the West had run 
smoothly.  However, Attila did encounter stiff resistance, 
due largely to the intervention of the 
Visigothic king Theodoric I (the son of 
Alaric who had charge of the Tolosanian 
kingdom in Spain).  Theodoric came to the 
aid of Aetius (commonly called the last true 
Roman), and many other barbarian tribes 
were encouraged to join Aetius on account 
of Theodoric’s example.  Consequently, a 
major defeat of Attila was accomplished at 
the Battle of Châlons in 451 A.D.   

The Huns were not subdued, but their 
strength was notably weakened.  Even in 
this weakened state, Attila still sent a raiding party back 
toward the East to punish the emperor Marcian for reneging 
on tribute payments.  Had it not been for the Visigothic 
contribution at Châlons, Attila might have taken it to mind 
to settle scores with Constantinople once and for all. 

As things turned out, the advance of the Huns had been 
impeded just enough.  Attila died in 453 A.D. without 
launching any major campaigns toward the East.  The 
empire of the Huns collapsed in disorder after the loss of 
their leader. 

5.  The Goths created the greatest ‘opportunity cost’ in the 
history of the Byzantine Empire, by inciting Justinian to exhaust 
the empire’s energies on a futile attempt to restore the West. 

Lastly, the Goths had one final monumental influence 
on the history of the Byzantine Empire.  The Visigothic 
Tolosanian kingdom in Spain and the Ostrogothic kingdom 
in Italy seemed to be the principal obstacle to the 
restoration of the Western Empire.  Therefore, the 
emperor Justinian chose to focus the might of the Byzantine 
Empire upon destruction of these two Gothic kingdoms for 
the sake of resurrecting a united Roman Empire.  However, 
Justinian’s grand vision would prove a mirage.   

 The brilliant general Belisarius faced the Ostrogoths in 
Italy from 536-541 A.D. and Narses finished the job in 551 
A.D.  Belisarius also achieved victories in southern Spain 
against the Visigoths in 554.   But despite apparent success, 
the Byzantines had achieved little that would last.  
Furthermore, this grand campaign against the Goths 
brought with it what economists call ‘opportunity costs.’  
The campaign against the Goths lured Justinian to drain the 
financial and military resources of the empire at an 
inopportune moment.  A devastating plague struck the 
empire at roughly the same moment and revealed that 
Justinian’s reach was vastly overextended. 

Ultimately, the gains against the Visigoths in Spain 
were fleeting.  In Italy, the only major fruit of the conquest 
of the Ostrogoths was the creation of the eparchy of 
Ravenna (which persisted as an outpost of Byzantine power 
in the West until conquest by the Lombards in 751). 

However, to gain a measly eparchy, Justinian had 
squandered a much greater opportunity.  
Had he focused on the Persians, he might 
have wiped out their empire.  All of history 
would have changed.  If the Persians had 
fallen under Justinian in the 500’s rather 
than under Heraclitus in the 600’s, 
Byzantine holdings in that region would 
have been prosperous and secure by the 
time the Muslim Arabs appeared.  The 
Arabs might have faced a thriving Byzantine 
presence in Mesopotamia, the Levant, and 
all of Asia Minor when they invaded in 634 

(a presence capable of snuffing out their rise to power at its 
inception).   

Admittedly, such conjectures are wildly speculative, 
but it does emphasize the fact that aside from the direct cost 
which battle with the Goths had inflicted on the empire, 
there were indeed hidden opportunity costs.  If Byzantine 
efforts had been expended elsewhere, history and its 
contingencies would have been radically different. 

Finally, it is beyond dispute that the Gothic tribes 
exerted enormous effect upon the history of the Byzantine 
Empire.  Their direct influence stretched over generations 
and consisted of actions both beneficial and harmful to the 
well-being of the Empire.  The Goths helped create a 
permanent fissure between the doomed West and the 
spared East—a fissure which not even Justinian’s best 
efforts could mend.  However, by exerting such enormous 
influence at the dawn of the Byzantine Empire’s coming-of-
age, the Goths had a far reaching influence which outlived 
their own direct actions.  Long after the Gothic kingdoms 
were shattered, Byzantine diplomacy, military strategy, and 
defensive structures still bore testimony to the enduring 
lessons learned from conflict with the Goths. 

In a poetic sense, the 
Goths gave birth to the 
Byzantine Empire by 
sparing the East in 

pursuit of easier prey 
in the West. 



T he Dominican friary at San Marco in Florence is 
perhaps the most complete and intact collection 
from the Renaissance.  Fra Angelico, a member of 

the Dominican Order of the Observance, was chosen to 
paint and fresco the building around 1438. The 
dormitories, chapter halls and church are filled with 
tremendously beautiful works, works not meant to be sold 
or seen by the public, but made specifically for the friars. 

 A few facts about Fra Angelico’s life shed great 
light on his work at San Marco. He was born around 1390 
in Florence where the Italian Renaissance was beginning to 
flower rapidly. Early in his life he was trained in the 
manuscript industry as an illuminator, one who painted 
pictures to illustrate a text. Around 1418 he became a friar 
with the Dominicans of the Observance at San Marco where 
he composed his most famous works. Little is known about 
his life as a friar and painter, but it seems that he was a 
faithful religious who was able to develop his artistic 
abilities quite freely. His life as a friar makes him different 
from all other artists during his time. Typically, the life of 
an artist was difficult. One had to find patrons and please 
them with many superb paintings according to their 
preference in order to make some small living. The idea of 
the artist as a creator and genius would not fully develop 
until the coming of Michelangelo and Raphael a few 
hundred years later. At this point the artist was a craftsman 
and not seen as one highly educated or valued. Fra 
Angelico, however, didn’t have to earn his living with his 
paintings since he was secure as a friar. Neither did he have 
to please anyone with a particular style, but was much more 
free to compose his paintings according to his own 
preference. 

 Fra Angelico was placed at the head of the San 
Marco project around 1438 with Cosimo de Medici as the 
primary patron. The work was completed in 1452.  The 

friary has forty-five cells in its three section dormitory, a 
chapel, chapter hall, and many other rooms besides. The 
main focus in this article is the novitiate dormitory which 
consists of seven cells in the south wing, cells fifteen to 
twenty one. The paintings in these cells are of a unique 
nature in comparison with those of the cells in the clerics’ 
dorm and lay brothers’ dorm. Each fresco has the same 
alternating red and green rectangular boarder and the same 
crucifixion scene with Christ crucified and St Dominic 
kneeling at the foot of the cross. The only difference in 

De Modo Orandi 
Fra Angelico’s Frescos in the Novitiate Dormitory of San Marco 

Russell Ward, LC 

Reconstructed plan of the first floor of San Marco, Florence, 1450, with 
the conventional numbering. Cells 15-21 were the novices’. 
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these seven frescos is the position and gestures of St 
Dominic. This suggests that the focal point of attention is 
not Jesus on the cross, but the action of St Dominic.  

A word must be said about the significance of 
gestures as well as the cells in the Dominican Observence. 
The cell was a novel feature of the Dominicans. In the rule 
of St Benedict the dormitory was common and used only 
for sleeping. The dormitory for the Dominicans was divided 
into personal cells which served not only for sleeping, but 
especially as a place of silence for prayer and preparation for 
preaching. The Dominican Constitutions  permit and 
encourage meditative images in the cells, particularly 
images of Christ crucified, the Blessed Virgin and St 
Dominic. 

Concerning the importance of bodily gestures for 
the Dominicans, each gesture revealed the moral intention 
behind it, that is, one may read the state of soul through the 
gestures. This significance of gestures went down to the 
very details of daily life for the friar who would bow slightly 
every time he passed by his superior or who would hold his 
finger to his lips in order to request permission to speak. 
The bow, genuflection and prostration signified different 
degrees of reverence, each gesture having two degrees. For 
example the simple bow consisted of a slight inclination of 
the upper body while the full bow meant bending over fully 
and touching one’s knees. 

Gestures in prayer were also of immense 
importance, each mode of prayer having its own proper 
postures. The rules of prayer are laid out extensively in the 

thirteenth century treatise De Modo Orandi. This work is 
essential for the proper understanding of the San Marco 
cycle, and especially of the novitiate frescos. 

There were nine official modes of prayer 
expounded up in the treatise, and, as mentioned above, 
each had its own particular gesture. By looking at St 
Dominic in the seven novitiate frescos, one readily sees each 
of these modes represented with the exception of the 
second, fourth, and ninth modes which will be explained 
later.  

Let us go in order through the cells seeing which 
mode of prayer each fresco is trying to represent. In the 
first novitiate cell, cell fifteen, St Dominic is seen looking 
up at the crucifix with his hands folded at head level. This 
posture was proper to the seventh mode of prayer which 
was intended to lead to ecstasy. De Modo Orandi describes 
the seventh mode as follows: “The seventh mode was when 
he was praying standing upright towards heaven as straight 
as an arrow shot from a bow, with his head raised and his 
hands joined extended strongly over his head… And it is 
believed that his grace was then increased and he was 
carried away and implored God for gifts and graces for the 
Order.” In this fresco, for the sake of composition, St 
Dominic is not seen standing up, and the gesture of his arms 
is limited. Yet, on seeing this fresco, it would have been 
enough to call to mind the seventh mode of prayer. 

Cell sixteen is special since it shows no mode of 
prayer in particular, but instead shows the common gesture 
for complete prayer. This is seen with St Dominic 

Cell 15 Cell 16 Cell 17 
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embracing the crucifix. The embrace was an act of total 
identification. 

 Cell seventeen shows St Dominic with hands 
folded tightly of his breast which signified the fifth mode of 
prayer, or meditation. St Dominic wrings his hands as he 
reflects on the sufferings of Christ. 

 Cell eighteen shows St Dominic not from the 
profile as in the rest of the frescos, but head on. He crosses 
his arms over his chest as he looks up lovingly at the 
crucified Jesus. The head on view was to accentuate the first 
mode, or bow, which was impossible to portray with a 
kneeling figure. Thus with the crossed arms, also a gesture 
of humility often seen in Fra Angelico’s Annunciations, the 
bow is represented in a different manner which still 
communicates the attitude of humility. 

 Cell nineteen illustrates the eighth mode of prayer 
which is lectio divina or meditative reading. De Modo Orandi 
illustrates this mode showing St Dominic at a reading desk. 
Such a scene would be quite out of place at the foot of the 
cross. Thus, St Dominic is shown weeping with a closed 
book in his hands. This portrays the idea that he was moved 
to tears through his prayerful reading of Christ’s passion. 

 The third mode of mortification is clearly depicted 
in cell twenty with St Dominic whipping himself as he looks 
up into the face of Christ. Though the use of such means of 
mortification was not allowed to novices and even strictly 
regulated for other friars, this fresco reminded the novice of 
the necessity to master his passions and sentiments through 
approved means of penance. 

 The last of the novice cells, cell twenty one, shows 
St Dominic with his arms outstretched. This gesture was 
proper for imploring divine power. Christ was seen as the 
model of this gesture when he opened his arms on the cross, 
imploring the Father’s mercy for all men. 

As for the modes not pictured in the novitiate cells, 
the ninth mode of prayer which was holy conversation was 
excluded from the cell frescos since putting images of friars 
in conversation wouldn’t have suited the atmosphere of 
silence proper to the dormitory. The second mode of 
prostration would have been difficult to fit into the fresco 
cycle since in all the cells St Dominic is shown in a kneeling 
posture. It seems that Fra Angelico desired to preserve the 
unity of the frescos rather than break it by putting in an 
image of St Dominic in full prostration. The fourth mode of 
intercessory prayer is pictured in cell ten. This cell, located 
at the junction between the clerics’ and novices’ 
dormitories, is believed to have been the prior’s cell. It is 
closer in style to the frescos from the clerics’ dormitory, 
and shows the Presentation in the Temple with 2 saints in 
intercessory postures, that is, the fourth mode of prayer. It 
is most appropriate that Fra Angelico reserved this mode 
for here, since it is the only mode in which St Dominic is 
recorded to have prayed specifically for the friars and 
novices, as it was the prior’s duty to do.  

Finally, the fresco in cell 22, though it does not 
represent one of the modes of prayer, is identical to the 
novitiate frescos, except for that it shows Mary  beneath the 
cross in place of St Dominic. This similarity suggests that is 

Cell 18 Cell 19 Cell 20 
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was the cell of the novice master, who would sleep 
near the novices, but not actually in their dormitory.  

We have seen how the  work De Modo 
Orandi and the Dominican traditions expressed 
therein are essential for understanding the fresco 
cycle in the novitiate dormitory at San Marco. 
Whether Fra Angelico personally painted each 
fresco is disputed and not likely, but as he was the 
one who oversaw the whole project, he is most 
certainly the one who planned it and saw it to its 
execution. We find in these frescos not an attempt 
to please the public or sell a painting, but rather to 
encourage new friars to pray and to teach them the 
proper Dominican ways of prayer. After having 
mastered these basic but necessary tools of personal 
prayer as novices, they could then continue on to 
the clerics’ dormitory, where their prayer would 
blossom into ripe contemplation with the help of 
some of the most sublime   frescos ever produced by 
the hand of the angelic painter. If the frescos in the 
novitiate dormitory are not as varied or as beautiful 
as other works at San Marco, it is because they 
weren’t meant to be, not because of some failure on 
the artist’s part. They are exactly what they are 
intended to be - Novitiate Frescos. 

Cell 21 

Cell 22, believed to be the Novice Master’s Cell 10, believed to be the Prior’s. 
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Vermeer’s Milkmaid 
Kevin Gore, LC 

 

E nthusiasts maneuvered through display cases of 
Greek artifacts, rushing past galleries packed to 
bursting with collected works from throughout the 

centuries. Their goal: a single, spacious room with olive-
green walls. The Dutch Museum had sent Vermeer’s great 
work, The Milkmaid, to the Metropolitan, and the museum 
staff had relocated four other works of Vermeer here, in 
this special exhibition. And although in our times crowds 
now press forward and jostle to see them, the few works of 
Vermeer reflect a man who was unknown, unpopular, and 
fighting against poverty until the day he died. 

The life of Vermeer is obscure in many ways. We do 
know that he was born in Holland in the city of Delft in 
1632, living only 43 years, yet he was reclusive and 
reserved. His volume of work is severely narrow:  he only 
produced from 30 to 36 paintings. Poor man as he was, he 
made a living primarily by trading other artists’ works, 
while his were mostly imitations and experiments with the 
many paintings which passed regularly through his hands. 
He often sold his paintings at low cost to bakers in payment 
for the bread he borrowed on credit, and at his death, his 
wife struggled to retain nineteen remaining paintings that 
bankruptcy threatened to steal from her. 

His featured work, The Milkmaid, depicts a simple 
Dutch woman in the act of pouring milk. The composition 
is marked by simplicity, the only motion being the tranquil 
trickle of milk from a pitcher into a bowl. The tone and 
posture of the milkmaid draws your attention to the act of 
milk pouring, inviting the viewer to concentrate as she does 
in a delicate everyday task. Because of the 
simplicity of this and his other works, it 
was not valued highly in his day, but the 
outstanding qualities that have come to 
light since his death have gained him 
international recognition. 

Vermeer is not only a simplistic realist, 
but also a technical master.  In The 
Milkmaid, the light plays on the glaze on the 
bowl and pitcher, the bread crumbs, and 
the blue cloth hanging off the table with 
convincing accuracy, so accurate that many 
art historians contend that his works are 
merely studies in technique, scientific 
works, never intended for a wide audience. 
The colors are vibrant and rich. Instead of 
exhausting the depth of this painting, my 
further study constantly revealed new levels of detail. I 

found a cracked wall, decorated coves, and an uneven tan 
on the maid’s arms with her sleeves rolled up for work. 
And despite the high detail in his painting, he achieves an 

overall effect of real life, while many other 
artists either overwhelm reality with details 
or give up on detail altogether. 
Vermeer’s works are now esteemed for 
their true worth. A modern, Hans van 
Meegeren, forged several paintings in 1945 
and tried to pass them off as Vermeer’s. He 
was discovered in time, and his hoax 
shocked the artistic community. But even 
this modern con artist limited his forgery to 
Vermeer’s earliest works, understanding 
that Vermeer’s late technical mastery was 
elusive to his and anyone else’s limited 
brush. 
Though his style is highly unique, it was 
inherited. A comparison with the Dutch 
painters of yore reveals striking similarities. 

Jan van Eyck, who lived in the late 14th and early 15th 
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centuries, in the painting, Betrothal of the Arnolfini, portrays 
with incredible accuracy a cloak with wispy fur trim, 
dresses, dog hair, wooden flooring, metal surfaces, and a 
reflection of the entire scene from behind in a small mirror. 
No one before had come close to his incredible precision; 
and yet, when taken all together, the scene looks 
manufactured. Eyck loses the ship of reality in an ocean of 
details. 

Vermeer’s style is certainly a reflection of Eyck, 
although Vermeer combines that same high detail with an 
impressive realistic feel. By softening the outlines of his 
figures, he mellows the entire composition and blends his 
exact details into a composite and realistic whole. While 
maintaining the high precision of Eyck, Vermeer manages 
to imitate nature on a more sublime level. 

In many other respects, Eyck has influenced Vermeer 
in Betrothal of the Arnolfini. As in the vast majority of 
Vermeer’s paintings, Eyck sets this scene in a small room, 
light streaming in from a window on the left. There is a 
peace and serenity that is common to both. The 
composition is simple, the action limited, and the tone 
solemn. Colors are vivid and convincingly 
portrayed. 

Their styles diverge due to the 
influence of the times. Eyck was eventually 
swept away by the pageantry and solemnity 
of the International Gothic Style. He enjoys 
representation of the pomp and splendor of 
the aristocratic upper classes, the gay 
costumes of processions, and the shining 
armor of a military campaign. Vermeer 
maintained his simplicity, in characters and 
setting, exalting the everyday actions of the 
humble. Vermeer brings Eyck into his 
century, applying the detail of Eyck to his 
study of reality, light, and color and to the 
realism of his time. 

As I stood in that large, olive-green 
exhibition hall with five small paintings, I 
reflected: “Why such emptiness? Why only 
five small paintings? Why was he so 
unappreciated? What could this man have 
achieved if he were given the chance?” 
Vermeer was not famous as an artist in his day, but was seen 
an art trader who experimented with the tricks of the trade 
presented by the Hals and Rembrandts that passed through 
his humble hands. Perhaps this explains why he produced so 
few paintings. As much as we would wish that he had 
stepped out into the limelight, his very paintings depict a 
humble man with a love for art, concerned and intrigued by 
the mysteries of his own small world, a man who rarely 
ventured from the confines of his studio. We only know 

him because he left open for us that small studio window. 
Thanks be to God he did. 

 

Napoleon: A Republican 
Emperor 

Patrick O’Loughlin, LC 
 

T he concepts of empire and republic are usually 
incompatible; hence, in the wake of the French 
Revolution it may seem a mystery that Napoleon 

Bonaparte was capable of proclaiming himself emperor, 
while at the same time enjoying the backing of the entire 
French nation which but a decade earlier had waged a 
bloody revolution for republican ideals. How was it possible 
that this military officer from a poor aristocratic family in 
Corsica was voted consul for life in an 1802 plebiscite, with 
millions in favor and only a few thousand against? Only two 
years later those same former revolutionaries would vote 

him emperor. 
Many factors had come together by 1799. 
The French people were sick of bloodshed, 
especially after Robespierre’s Reign of 
Terror from the summer of 1793 to the 
summer of 1794 when he himself was 
guillotined on July 28. The Directory, the 
five-person executive which the new 
Legislative Assembly had named, had 
sought to strike a moderate course between 
the royalists and radicals. But it only 
frustrated both groups, with a climax in 
1797 when it repressed the conservative-
dominated elections. 
Just when the Directory was reaching the 
bottom of its popularity, Napoleon 
Bonaparte was reaching the top. In 1796-97 
he had conquered all northern Italy and 
secured control of the Netherlands, adding 
later victories in Egypt to his fame. He was 
soon approached by two members of the 
Directory, and together staged a coup 

d’etat on November 9, 1799, replacing the Directory’s 
weak dictatorship with a strong one – his own.. 

The coup d’etat was simple in itself: any improvement 
in government was welcomed at this point. However, 
Napoleon’s brilliance lies in his approach and policies as 
consul, and later as emperor. 

First of all, although authoritarian, Napoleon was a far 
cry from Louis XVI. King Louis had been a divine-right 
monarch. Napoleon was definitely not. Through talent and 
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determination he had worked his way to the top from a 
poor aristocratic family. Though emperor, he was truly an 
heir to the Revolution, for his regime synthesized the 
Revolution’s most democratic reforms with much needed 
authoritarian principles for the sake of order and stability. In 
fact, the neighboring divine-right monarchs scorned and 
feared Napoleon, who went about realigning the kingdoms 
of Europe at his will, disregarding all divine-right 
sovereignty. 

Furthermore, he chose to draw up a constitution and 
continually referred back to the Republic of France. Indeed, 
the opening lines of the 1804 declaration read, “The 
government of the Republic is entrusted to an emperor.” 
He understood that the revolution could not be stuffed 
away. No, it had happened, and he made sure to consolidate 
its most important measures. 

His republican policies therefore met extraordinary 
success. First, national plebiscites were a trademark of his 
regime, a radically democratic measure in his day. Second, 

he drew up a law code which included equality before the 
law, doing away with all tax exemption (maybe the most 
important aim of the revolution). Third, freedom of 
religion was proclaimed for the Protestants, emancipation 
for the Jews, and a Concordat with Pius VII was agreed 
upon in 1801, restoring dignity and freedom to the Catholic 
Church. Fourth, French bureaucracy was efficiently 
centralized, offering a stable government structure, much of 
which lasts to this very day. And, finally, his regime offered 
absolute security of private property and wealth. 

These evidently republican policies were welcomed by 
a republican France. And Napoleon’s charisma magnified his 
popularity among all classes. The peasants loved him for 
restoring the Church’s dignity while simultaneously 
ensuring them the former Church lands that they had 
acquired during the revolution. The middle class loved him 
because of the business friendly side of his regime. Besides, 
he himself was a self-made man who had climbed up the 
ladder of success. His regime was one for the talented. And 
the aristocracy was at least appeased by the authoritarian 
nature of the regime and the amnesty Napoleon had granted 
to aristocratic émigrés in 1800 and 1802. 

Clearly Napoleon was an heir to the revolution, not in 
the same vein as the members of the Estates General in 
1789, or the Committee of Public Safety under 
Robespierre, or the Directory in 1797. His determination, 
charisma, military success, and prudent policies ensured 
him the throne that was voted him, and therefore 
harmoniously bound an empire and a republic together in an 
apparent contradiction.  

 

“Unnatural deeds do breed 
unnatural troubles.”  

Nathan Wayne, LC 
 

“I  sought whence evil comes and there was no 
solution,” said St. Augustine. From the first sunrise 
man watched until its present setting, he has been 

suffering the effects of his first offense against God. Can it 
be undone, and the unfortunate troubles that plague man be 
left behind?  Shakespeare says “Unnatural deeds do breed 
unnatural troubles.” (Macbeth V, I, 75).  Everything that 
you do, not in accordance with your nature, will result in a 
negative effect, either for yourself or another. 

In the tragedy by Euripides, The Oresteia, the 
unnatural troubles all begin with one unnatural action, 
namely the sacrifice a father makes of his daughter. At first 

Napoleon I on His Imperial Throne,  
by Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, 1806. 



MARCH/APRIL 2010 17 

it seems that it actually profited 
Agamemnon to kill his daughter because of 
the resulting Greek victory in Troy. Upon 
his return home we find that this was not the 
case. He may have won back Helen for his 
brother Menelaus, but he lost his own wife, 
and then by her hands, his life. The act of 
killing his daughter would not be forgotten 
without the vengeance of the Furies. Justice 
was wrought, by means of their unnatural 
ways. Humanity has struggled with suffering 
from its very birth, but all of it can be traced 
back to the first sin, as it was for 
Agamemnon.  

Unnatural troubles come from 
unnatural deeds, but not unnatural ends. God’s embrace of 
the rotting soul of men coined the phrase “Oh happy fault.” 
Jesus Christ raised us from our fallen state to an even higher 
level than we could have ever reached. So the story of 
humanity can end with a parting storm and a rainbow, 
making the unnatural “a happy fault.” Agamemnon and his 
family certainly underwent many unnatural and painful 
struggles, but this story ends happily for Orestes. God is 
merciful, yet allowing the troubles that 
we experience daily to subsist. 

This raises an apparent objection 
which brings out even more clearly the 
truth that unnatural deeds breed unnatural 
troubles.  If Christ came to establish his 
Kingdom, why are we still suffering? The 
troubles have not gone away. The end 
may have been rewritten, but the daily 
suffering, the war, the abuses in the 
Church, the brutal killings of so many, 
and the rising suicide rates still take place. 
Sin affects us today despite the fruits of 
the Resurrection.  Even the most perfect action, by which 
God became man, did not take away the troubles that we 
wallow in today. The history of the last two thousand years 
after our redemption by Christ is proof enough to say that 
our unnatural actions will always have their paralleled 
troubles. Shakespeare is describing a truth that is applicable 
not only to the present day but to all of time. 

When Agamemnon killed his daughter in order to 
appease the gods he offended natural law. He violated what 
is natural to the human person. “If one member suffers, all 
suffer together; if one is honored, all rejoice 
together.” (Catechism 953, 248) Agamemnon hurt not only 
himself by his poor decision, but would also infect the lives 
of his son and his wife with unnatural troubles. 
Clytemnestra would be unfaithful, Orestes would kill his 
own mother, and the house of Atreus would fall to pieces. 

Each sin poisons man’s watering hole, and 
all who drink from it will walk away with 
their share of an upset stomach. The 
Catechism says, “Yet no one can escape the 
experience of suffering or the evils in 
nature…” (Catechism 385 97) 
Proof of the reality of unnatural deeds can 
be found in the effects that they have on the 
universal whole of humanity. Just as a part 
tells us something about the whole, a defect 
in part reflects a defect in all. Sin is universal 
in its effect. This can only clearly be seen in 
Revelation; in looking at reality from “the 
whole” that is God himself. Even God 
himself would have to suffer the unnatural 

troubles of humanity. He suffered until death on the cross. 
Sin reaches even outside of the creation, man, to the 
creator, God, in whom all things have their origin. 
Unnatural actions are universal in their effect on all. 

 Actions are either spontaneous or deliberate. 
Those which are premeditated are deliberate. To act 
spontaneously is to act without thinking through all the 
possible consequences. The natural action, the good action, 

is not necessarily easily found, and therefore 
is not normally spontaneous. Agamemnon 
did not have an easy choice. He either had to 
sacrifice his daughter to assure his victory in 
Troy, or let his country be defamed by 
having the wife of Menelaus, Helen, be 
taken by the Trojans. If he reacts impulsively 
he lessens his chance of making the natural 
action. Agamemnon really has no choice 
because both actions are unnatural. If he 
delays in acting, the situation will only brew 
a larger storm for him to calm. He must act 
quickly and he does, but unfortunately he 

chose what was most repulsive to his nature, sacrifice his 
own daughter.  

 So when we live our daily life how can we avoid 
troubles? “Do not be afraid for I have conquered the 
world.” (John 16:33) Jesus Christ never promised that we 
would be without troubles, even after his Resurrection. 
The sins of our race are not going to be ignored. What 
Christ did was change the end of the story. Now each of us 
can go forth in peace, living our lives alongside the ever-
present cross not begrudgingly but with joy, because the 
end will come, an end which leaves behind the hazy reality 
that our “unnatural deeds do breed unnatural troubles.” 

Each sin poisons man’s 
watering hole, and all 
who drink from it will 
walk away with their 

share of an upset 
stomach. 

Orestes pursued by the Furies 
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Checking with Meekness 
NHL: National Hockey… Legion  

 
François Bergeron, LC  

 

D uring the hockey playoffs of 1979, during game 
six of the Boston-Montreal semifinals, my brother 
David was born.  To my Father’s great surprise, 

David did not yet know how to skate – please forgive my 
dad; it was his first child and he therefore had no experience 
in the matter.  After a few months, my brother could utter 
a few words: “skate,” “stick,” yet at first he had a hard time 
pronouncing “puck” (“rondelle” in French).  More months 
went by, and as soon as he was able to skate, my parents 
taught him how to walk as well. 

Once my brother became two hockey seasons old, 
again during the playoffs, my sister was born.  Then came 
my other sister, then another sister… and another sister, 
myself, and finally my little sister.  All of us were brought 
up following my brother’s footsteps – although if I 
remember well, “Mamie” was my sister Karine’s first word, 
not “hockey.” For my part, as my parents noticed my 
growth in age and wisdom, more specifically at the age of 
two, they taught me how to skate. When I finally turned 
three, I joined the local hockey team. At that time my dad, 
my brother, my four older sisters and I, each played in 
hockey teams. You might say that my family was 
moderately fond of the sport. 

The family factor seems play a key role in most 
vocations – at least it did for me. Our family life evolved 
mainly in two places: the Arena and the Church.  There, 
virtues were formed, hopes sustained; my vocation came 
from these two places. At the Bergeron’s, Arena and 
Church were inseparable. As a family, we never missed 
mass on Sunday, nor did we miss any hockey games or 
practices throughout the week.  I remember well the 
Sunday mornings, when my father would 
wake us up bright and early. He would come 
to each one’s room, turn on the light, and say 
with an excited smile: “It’s Sunday! Get up for 
the training before mass: ‘First the hockey 
player, then the saint!’”   

Faith and life were one and the same.  Soon though, my 
father saw the need for us to have good role models to 
follow in life.  Inspired by deeply religious books such as 
“Butler’s Saint for the Day”, “The Man who Never Needed 
to Check Twice” and “The Slapshot of Saint Nicholas”, he 
wrote his own version of lives of the saints with the title: 

“Holiness: the Art of Being Holy and Remaining Whole”.  
After a Pilgrimage to Assisi, where he underwent a deeper 
conversion, he wrote: “Checking with Meekness” and later 
“The Life and Works of Saint Joseph Cupertino” which 
inspired the founding of the priestly hockey team “The 
Flying Fathers.”* 

Dad, besides being a man of deep faith, was also a 
philosopher.  He would quote ancient philosophers and the 
Bible left and right.  “Mens sana in corpore sano.”  Or again 
“If your brother hits you with a right check, present him 
your left check as well.” 

As the family traveled from one city to another to 
participate in tournaments, we would always pray a rosary 
in the car to Our Lady of Victory.  Then my parents would 
direct a Gospel reflection related to our ‘apostolate’ about 
to begin. “You need to form your willpower!  What do you 
do if an opponent bigger than you is in your way?” “Pray so 
as not to undergo the test.” “Take courage; for I have 
conquered the world.”   

On the way back, my mom, almost hoarse like any 
faithful hockey mom, would direct another rosary in 
thanksgiving, asking our Lord for forgiveness for any 

offenses that the referee might have missed. 
Our family lived in deep harmony. For one 
looking at it from the outside, it truly seemed 
a perfect family, the model family. On a 
beautiful, cold, and sunny Canadian Day 
however, an incident happened which would 
change our the family forever. This incident I 

have thought pertinent to relate to you.  
It was, as I said, beautiful, cold and sunny. I had gone 

out skating with my dad as we used to do daily.  We were 
there, speaking about how the season had developed so far. 
I was telling my dad all about my hopes and fears, failures 
and successes. This daily skating chat was almost like a 

“First the hockey 
player, then the 

saint!” 
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spiritual direction. I had recently turned 
twelve and the different options of life 
opened themselves to me, and I had started 
to reflect on my future career. There was 
the opportunity to go to the Hockey High 
School of Quebec City, or the one in 
Halifax or Chicoutimi. I also saw the 
simpler option of remaining at home and 
continuing to play for the Granby Bisons, 
an illustrious team that had nurtured the 
career of many of the greatest hockey 
players: Patrick Roy, Richer, Damphousse 
and so many others. And so, at one point in 
our conversation, I asked my dad: “Dad, 
what do you think that I should do, as far as 
my career goes, hey?” As he heard these 
words, his face fell (he didn’t fall, for he 
never falls on skates, but his face fell.)  

“Son, he said. You know, hey, we have 
to make choices in life, you know. It breaks 
my heart to tell you this, but the Eternal 
Referee at the Last Judgment sees 
everything, hey, and it is my duty to 
inform you.  There are two paths before 
you, son.  The first one is the icy path, hey, wide and 
spacious, downhill and with skates.  In this path, comfort, 
glory and fame await you, and probably a professional 
career with the Montreal Canadians just like Uncle Phil.” 
He continued, “Yet there is also the other path. It is like a 
steep climb uphill… and without skates” – at this I saw a 
tear roll down his face and freeze at mid-cheek.   

“Dad, what should I do?”  
“Son,” he said, “I think that you should do what I have 

always taught you to do, hey. The harder, tougher path is 
the good one.”  

Those were hard words, and I knew what they meant. 
The tougher path was that of following Jesus, the best coach 
history has ever seen. My dad and I had just finished reading 
the life of Saint Francis Xavier, a great saint from the order 
of the “Team of Jesus,” who had left everything to be a 
missionary in India, a country “where the water does not 
freeze and hockey is not played,” the book said. The book 
explained well, however, that it was truly worth leaving 
everything behind and following the captain. St Francis was 
one of these tough, really tough players who never stopped 
at any hit. Just the type of player I had always dreamed of 
being. The story of his life made me feel a deep attraction to 
missionary life. That was the way that I was going to follow, 
whatever the sacrifice, heat or lack of hockey that could be 
encountered on the path. 

 A few months later, in September of 2001, we 
were on our way to the apostolic school in Cornwall. When 

we arrived, my dad helped me unload my 
hockey bag filled with the clothes and other 
items I was going to need in my new state 
of life (my skates, gloves and stick also had 
their spot in the bag). It was a beautiful, yet 
at the same time heartbreaking moment for 
my dad. I gave my parents a tour of the 
place, showing my dad the area where we 
had the ice rink in winter. It also reassured 
my dad when he learned that there were 
plenty of arenas around the area for the 
other seasons. Then we went back toward 
the car, where my parents bid me farewell 
before they returned home. “Son, now the 
most important game of your life begins. 
The other team is really tough. But 
remember that there are a lot of people in 
the crowd that are cheering and praying for 
you. These fans are counting on you, they 
need you to win the game.” 
Then, after he cross-checked me one last 
time against the car there in the parking 
lot, I saw my dad driving off to return 
home.  

As I entered the locker room of the apostolic school to 
join the community, I knew that some mighty great seasons 
lay ahead of me. They would be tough seasons, and my 
checking shoulder would be sore after every game. But the 
trophy that is awaiting our team at the end is worth it all. 

 
*The Flying Fathers are an actual Hockey team in 

Canada made up of priests and seminarians – my older 
brother has played for them on several instances. 

“There is also the other 
path. It is like a steep 
climb uphill… and 

without skates”  




