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Gregorius Nazianzenus and De vita sua
— The friendship with Basilius in Athens (carm. II. 1. 11, 211-264)—

Teruo ITO

Abstract

Gregorius Nazianzenus (hereafter Greg.) was not only a theologian, but a man of letters, whose literary
achievements extended to thousands of lines of verse. His poetic activity was a spiritual act, a form of divine
worship and the poem itself an offering to God, while even autobiographical material can be found in his
poetical works. And many of his utterance in them are certainly deeply personal. Among those is the long
poem entitled De vita sua (Concerning his own life), written shortly after his retirement from the see of
Constantinople. Here, in the first known Christian autobiography of some length, Greg. furnishes the
reader with a kind of poetic vitae curriculum, including extremely sensitive reflections upon the meaning of
his life. These reflections are so surprisingly profound in their spiritual and psychological depth that they
move us to say positively that Augustine impresses us in the Confessions as a man who has had an
experience, while Greg. impresses us as one who is still having it even in his last retirement.

In this part of my essay on De vita sua, the principal aim is, in pursuit of the personality and its function of
two main characters in this poem, to analyze the friendship in Athens between Greg. and Basilius
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Caesariensis, searching for a Dichtung und Wahrheit of their famous friendship which lasted many years from
the Athenian period, and to interpret their whole experience, attempting to chart the course of their
friendship as it developed at Athens and in Cappadocia.

Greg. was firm in his assertion that the two of them viewed their whole experience in Athens very much in
the light of a prior attachment to Christianity. Rhetoric and philosophy had competed from the fourth
century B.C. for first place in the field of culture and education. Despite the tensions between pagan and
Christianity at this period, it was imperarive for Christianity to put both at its service. Greg. and Basilius
were content to throw themselves wholeheartedly into the academic life in Athens. Confident rejection,
however, of the classical culture (never total, in any case) came slowly in Basilius; and ambiguities persisted.
Basilius renounced with difficulty the vain hopes or dreams which he had once placed in his friend. Greg.
was still so closely attached to ideals which Athens had represented nearly thirty years before, that he was an
outstanding representative of the cultural aspirations of the Christians. The tensions of their friendship
grew. And then, something was likely to occur. What actually happened: a discrepancy between them.
In Athens the beginning of their long-going friendship led them to taking a step forward discrepancy, in spite
of Greg.’s declaration that they were always of one mind. The discrepancy suggests the essence of their
friendship, and it makes Greg. tell the truth in the form of autobiography.

Keywords: autobiography, friendship, classical paideia, Christianity, late antiquity



