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Francesco M, Les Cultes à mystères dans l’Empire romain. Païens et chrétiens 
en compétition, Paris, Belles Lettres, 2023. 1 vol. 14,9 × 21,5 cm, 428 p. (Mondes 
anciens, 11). ISBN : 978-2-251-45474-0.

�is engaging book studies the representation of mystery cults by Christian authors from the second 
to the fourth century. It has a double aim. On the one hand, it chronicles how Christian authors 
construct mystery cults as a single phenomenon that for them de�nes contemporary paganism. 
�is Christian picture is responsible—through much later mediation of course—for the modern 
scholarly idea of mystery cults as a particular and distinct phenomenon in Greco-Roman religion. 
On the other hand, F. Massa argues for the impact of mystery cults on Christianity. He builds on 
the insight that mystery terminology had spread widely among cults in the Roman Empire and into 
other areas of ancient culture, such as philosophy. Whilst the term mysterion was also biblical and 
used in the Septuagint, mystery cults were highly visible in contemporary culture and an element 
of Greco-Roman religion that early Christians competed with for followers. Christian engagement 
with mysteries was janus-faced: they could draw on mystery language, which conjured up a sugges-
tion of deep truths, but also use it to decry pagans and heretics, suggesting that mysteries were the 
most pernicious core of a depraved religion. Ten chapters, organised along geographical and tempo-
ral lines, take the reader on a tour d’horizon of the Roman Empire. �e range of sources surveyed is 
wide and F. Massa does a good job of bringing Christian texts in dialogue with their contemporaries 
and showcasing the variety of uses to which mystery cults and languages could be put. I liked in 
particular the chapter on the emperor Julian, showing how his supposed initiation in mystery cults 
is the result of a projection by his pagan admirers and Christian detractors. Chapter 10 on the 
end of Eleusis shows well how fourth-century Christianisation had little impact on the sanctuary 
and that fourth-century pagans attributed its demise to ritual impropriety and the accumulation 
of priesthoods by the last hierophant. If the book thus will be of much use to those interested in 
the spread of mystery terminology to Christianity and Christian representations of Greco-Roman 
cults, it seemed to me that it succeeds much better at showing the role of mystery cults in Christian 
discourse than their role in ritual competition. F. Massa intends to show that Christians competed 
with mystery cults and that this had an impact on the development of Christian communities 
and on Christian liturgy. I am not convinced of the usefulness of the concept of competition as 
Massa de�nes it, that is, as forms of interaction between religious groups in which each group tries 
to establish its di	erence with the other (p. 31). �is seems to me to stray too far from the com-
mon sense understanding of competition, which implies a striving for superiority and attempts to 
increase one’s following, to be really helpful. Whilst it is important to ask, as Massa does, what the 
religious landscape was in which Christians functioned, that landscape cannot be simply extrapo-
lated from Christian polemics, given the stereotypical nature of anti- pagan polemics in Christian 
sources. Hypothesising functioning mystery cults in Milan to account for references to these in 
Ambrose’s writings (p. 294) seems a bridge too far. Massa does not succeed in showing any impact 
of mystery cults on the liturgical development of Christianity and the points of contact alleged are 
slight (p. 53, on Meliton of Sardis focuses on a single word. I note in passing that the interpreta-
tion of Meliton’s On Easter on p. 48 seems to miss the anti-Jewish typology that shapes the text). 
�ere is also little or no engagement with scholarship on the history of liturgy. For the Confession 
of Cyprian, Massa shows well how its catalogue of mysteries is in line with earlier apologetics, so I 
fail to see why it nevertheless should represent fourth-century realities (p. 234). A further argument 
against this idea is that in the text the mystery cults occupy the lowest spot on a ladder that via 
astrology and magic climbs to philosophy. It seems that F. Massa himself is aware of the weakness 
of the case for competition, for the conclusion is more circumspect regarding the link with liturgy 
than some of the chapters (p. 347). Moreover, competition with mysteries is now emphasised to be 
a discursive invention of Christians (p. 348), more than a reality on the ground—which is indeed 
what the material gathered so well by F. Massa suggests. In sum, this book will be of much use to 
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historians of the early Church, ancient religion, and philosophy, o	ering an enviably wide view on 
what mysteries were according to Christians.

Peter Van Nu	elen
(Ghent University)

Annelies L, Danny P (dir.), �e Christian Mystery. Early Christianity 
and the Ancient Mystery Cults in the Work of Franz Cumont and in the History of 
Scholarship, Stuttgart, Steiner, 2023. 1 vol. 17 × 24,1 cm, 335 p. (Classical Studies, 
81). ISBN : 978-3-515-13197-1.

Structuré en trois parties thématiques et rassemblant onze contributions précédées par une riche 
introduction due aux deux éditeurs, ce volume étudie sous toutes ses facettes la relation complexe 
entre christianisme primitif et cultes à mystères. Franz Cumont (1868–1947), dont l’impact 
scienti�que en ces matières a été marquant et durable, sert de point de départ à la ré�exion qui 
se veut historiographique. Comment les contemporains de l’historien belge des religions ont-ils 
conçu l’articulation entre mystères et mystère, pour faire écho au célèbre livre d’Alfred Loisy, ami 
et correspondant de Cumont (Les Mystères païens et le mystère chrétien, Paris, 1919) ? Quel statut les 
uns et les autres attribuent-ils à la méthode comparative qui s’a�rme progressivement comme une 
voie privilégiée de l’histoire des religions, mais que d’aucuns, parmi les savants de mouvance chré-
tienne en particulier, considèrent avec grande mé�ance, voire hostilité. À travers les divers points de 
vue o	erts par les textes réunis, on accède aux débats, souvent en�ammés, qui traversent plusieurs 
champs : histoire, philologie, théologie, philosophie, en particulier.

Dans l’Introduction (« Franz Cumont and the Historical-Religious Study of Early Christianity 
in Late 19th and Early 20th Century Europe », p. 9–56), A. Lannoy et D. Praet plantent le décor 
et font même bien plus que cela, en proposant une analyse très riche et approfondie des enjeux 
qui habitent l’œuvre de Franz Cumont depuis ses Religions orientales dans le paganisme romain 
(paru en 1906) et des positionnements de son entourage scienti�que au sens large. Pour Cumont, 
comme pour bien d’autres savants, l’urgence est de rendre compte historiquement de l’émergence 
du christianisme et de son « triomphe », en partant du paysage religieux de l’Empire romain et de 
ses évolutions, à la fois internes et externes. Car, comme le rappellent les auteurs, Cumont établit 
une équation entre cultes à mystères et religions orientales, entre religions de salut et in�uences 
mazdéennes. Il faut aussi souligner l’approche en quelque sorte « oblique » de Cumont à la théma-
tique de l’a�rmation du christianisme, tout comme au judaïsme du reste ; jamais, dans ses travaux, 
il ne leur consacre un chapitre spéci�que. Sa correspondance indique qu’il s’agissait là d’un choix 
délibéré, de la part d’un savant qui se pensait comme un expert des religions polythéistes ou, selon 
son vocabulaire, du « paganisme ». En dépit de cet angle mort, les travaux de Cumont ont marqué 
la science francophone, allemande et italienne du début du e siècle.

La complexité du débat analysé dans ce livre tient aussi à son inscription dans les tensions 
qui caractérisent la science européenne de la �n du e et du début du e siècle, avec des clivages 
nationaux et confessionnels exacerbés ; comme l’écrivent A. Lannoy et D. Praet, « the process of 
making scienti�c and religious sense of the relation between the ancient mystery cults and Christianity 
generated a complex series of fault lines between scholars of di�erent backgrounds. Between Protestant 
and Roman Catholic scholars hostilities were perpetuated and sometimes intensi�ed. But also within 
the same Christian denominations liberal and conservative voices were opposed, which o�en lead to 
severe internal conªicts » (p. 25). Ils utilisent la correspondance entre Cumont et Loisy comme 
révélateur de ces profondes lignes de fracture. Ils ajoutent utilement deux ingrédients à ce tableau 
d’une rare complexité, à savoir l’orientalisme et l’antisémitisme, avant de proposer une synthèse 
des connaissances d’hier et d’aujourd’hui sur l’émergence du christianisme, et des paradigmes 
changeants auxquels sont adossés les divers discours interprétatifs ; c’est l’occasion pour eux de 
situer, de manière préliminaire, les di	érents sujets/auteurs abordés dans le volume qui propose 


