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Introduction to the Paper

The Devil and his demons were menacingly ubiquitous for Christians in late
antiquity. These evil spiritual creatures were widely believed to be capable of entering,
possessing, and influencing animals, objects, and humans. This was, as Peter Brown

memorably put it, a world ‘humming with demons’.

However diabolical themes have not been as thoroughly explored as themes of the
sacred in the last century of scholarship on late antiquity, even though this field has
witnessed a rapid growth of interest in early Christian thought and literature. To ignore the
diabolical imagination of this period in preference for the study of the holy and the
mundane (iconic martyrs, wily bishops, and ambitious heretics) is to fundamentally
unbalance our understanding of the dynamic and character of early Christian beliefs. As Le
Goff wrote in his book The Medieval Imagination (L imaginaire médiéval), 15, At this
point | must confess that there is a gap in my discussion of the medieval imagination, for |
have become more and more convinced that its centre, its pivot, was Satan, medieval

Christianity’s most important creation.’

This paper forms part of a more ambitious project to explore the multiplicity of ways
in which early Christians imagined the Devil and demons, rooting the creative production
of multiple Satans much earlier than Le Goff’s middle ages — namely, in late antiquity.
Crucially, by ‘imagination’ Dr Lunn-Rockliffe does not mean a mendacious tendency to
‘make it up’, but rather something closer to Le Goff’s ‘mental equipment’ or ‘outlook’. To
this end, her paper focuses on how Christians of the post-apostolic era encountered and
explained the workings of evil in contemporary and recent history in the particular context

of the drama of persecution.
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