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ginity as contrasted with the romantic modern conception of
childlike innocence, and removing in our mind the image of
the camillus as far as possible from “The age of Innocence”,
we should be tempted to regard the antique notion of virginity
as something we cannot understand and have nothing to do
with. At the root of the primitive conception of untouched
childhood is the same attitude that rules our own sentiments.
Only our modern romanticism is artificial to a degree like that
of the Romans in Caesar’s times. It is inspired by a longing for
simplicity and naive happiness, it comes out of the shades of
the prison-house as Stevenson said. The conception of the
ancients on the other hand is realistic, not inspired by longings
but by contact with the real Powers of Life and Death. The
modern feeling is to leave the world for the paradise of child-
hood; the antique never to enter the world.

This intention may be carried out in twofold fashion: by
continency and by licentiousness. Both ways are possible, becau-
se in both cases in and behind the world a divine being,“another
world” is detected. The Vestal as well as the hierodule is the
bride of God, the wife of the numen of the other world. Life
is won by surrender to death. The vestal is Amata, the Beloved
of the God, and her death by interment is the completing of
her union with her subterranean Lover. — “Sexual power” —
we should never forget — is only a clumsy modern expression
for the divine Power encountered in religion and which means
in all myths and rites: power from another world. Hence the
central position all things sexual hold in ancient and primi-
tive rites: The elementary powers of life were seen in their
essential holiness 137).

For this is at the root of the notion of virginity that it saves
man from losing himself in the world, that it prevents his
powers being sucked up by contact with the world. A very
direct and moving testimony to this conception of virginity is

137)  Cf. G. van der Leeuw, Phinomenologie 173 sqQ.
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the passus from the great Babylonian Epic of Gilgamesh, where
Eabani, the virgin man of the wilds, is seduced by a harlot.
The loss of his virginity makes him a stranger among the
animals with whom he has lived and of whom he has been one;
his cattle do not know him any more: the direct self-evident
living in the world as a part of the world has been made im-
possible. Eabani has lost his power because he has known the
world, because instead of simply living he has learned to make
part of the world his object. He is no longer untouched: in
getting hold of the world, the world has got hold of him. The
child lives so to say without a world; he is his own self-con-
tained world. The grown man has made himself a world and
in trying to dominate it, lost it. The child is naked and his very
nakedness is his power; man “sees that he is naked” and his
paradise is lost.

The consciousness of nakedness is not consciousness of sin.
It was reserved to Christian anthropology to teach the close
connection between man’s being born and growing into con-
scious manhood and the all-underlying fact of sin and to
replace the ideal of integritas by that of holiness, that is for-
giveness of sin. In the mysteries of the Hellenistic age there is
some inkling of this conception of life. Cumont has pointed out
that the custom of initiating children into the mysteries hangs
together with the belief, prevalent in orphic and other con-
venticles that all humanity is guilty from the beginning *38).
It was this belief that prevail=d also in Christian thought about
man and his destiny. On the other hand, even in Christendom,
there is always a rest of the primitive conception of childhood;
in Christian antiquity a child who has died is free from guilt,
because he has not yet entered the world: “Eusebius, says an
epitaph, quoted by Cumont, a child without sin because of his
age, admitted to the abode of the saints, rests there in peace”,

138)  Cumont, After Life, 138 sqq.

484



43

and deceased children are even asked for prayer: “pete pro
nobis’ 139),

But the general trend of Christian thought was to look upon
childlife as needing purification and forgiveness. Baptism was
extended to children and the purity of life just born was
exchanged for the sacramental purity of regeneration.

On the other hand it is significant that from the first begin-
nings children have their place in Christian worship, and even
the fact itself of the extension of Baptism to children is evi-
dence that children were regarded as fully able to take part in
worship. The words of the Gospel of the Infants that “of such
is the Kingdom of Heaven” are a token of an attitude towards
children which is neither romantic nor forgetful of the need
of a second birth, an attitude which is the consequence of the
fundamental sentiment that human life is infirm in itself, but
that its infirmity may be exchanged for majesty, when pro-
tected by the life and death of God, like the majestas of the
Roman boys by the purple of the praetexta.

139)  Cumont, After Life, 141.






