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In the following exchange of letters between Pliny the Younger, imperial governor 
of Bithynia (located in what is now northern Turkey), and the Roman emperor 
Trajan (ruled AD 98-117), Pliny asks the emperor how to deal with this new group 
called “Christians” that he is encountering. 

Source: http://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/texts/pliny.html 

Sample Citation [Pliny’s letter]: Pliny, Letters 10.96. 

Sample Citation [Trajan’s letter): Pliny, Letters 10.97. 

Pliny to the Emperor Trajan 

It is my practice, my lord, to refer to you all matters concerning which I 

am in doubt. For who can better give guidance to my hesitation or inform 

my ignorance? I have never participated in trials of Christians. I therefore 

do not know what offenses it is the practice to punish or investigate, and to 

what extent. And I have been not a little hesitant as to whether there 

should be any distinction on account of age or no difference between the 

very young and the more mature; whether pardon is to be granted for 

repentance, or, if a man has once been a Christian, it does him no good to 

have ceased to be one; whether the name itself, even without offenses, or 

only the offenses associated with the name are to be punished.  

Meanwhile, in the case of those who were denounced to me as Christians, I 

have observed the following procedure: I interrogated these as to whether 

they were Christians; those who confessed I interrogated a second and a 

third time, threatening them with punishment; those who persisted I 

ordered executed. For I had no doubt that, whatever the nature of their 

creed, stubbornness and inflexible obstinacy surely deserve to be punished. 

There were others possessed of the same folly; but because they were 

Roman citizens, I signed an order for them to be transferred to Rome.  

Soon accusations spread, as usually happens, because of the proceedings 

going on, and several incidents occurred. An anonymous document was 

published containing the names of many persons. Those who denied that 

they were or had been Christians, when they invoked the gods in words 

dictated by me, offered prayer with incense and wine to your image, which 

I had ordered to be brought for this purpose together with statues of the 

gods, and moreover cursed Christ—none of which those who are really 

Christians, it is said, can be forced to do—these I thought should be dis-

charged. Others named by the informer declared that they were Christians, 

but then denied it, asserting that they had been but had ceased to be, some 

three years before, others many years, some as much as twenty-five years. 

They all worshipped your image and the statues of the gods, and cursed 

Christ.  

They asserted, however, that the sum and substance of their fault or error 

had been that they were accustomed to meet on a fixed day before dawn 

and sing responsively a hymn to Christ as to a god, and to bind themselves 
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by oath, not to some crime, but not to commit fraud, theft, or adultery, not 

falsify their trust, nor to refuse to return a trust when called upon to do so. 

When this was over, it was their custom to depart and to assemble again to 

partake of food—but ordinary and innocent food. Even this, they affirmed, 

they had ceased to do after my edict by which, in accordance with your 

instructions, I had forbidden political associations. Accordingly, I judged 

it all the more necessary to find out what the truth was by torturing two 

female slaves who were called deaconesses. But I discovered nothing else 

but depraved, excessive superstition.  

I therefore postponed the investigation and hastened to consult you. For 

the matter seemed to me to warrant consulting you, especially because of 

the number involved. For many persons of every age, every rank, and also 

of both sexes are and will be endangered. For the contagion of this super-

stition has spread not only to the cities but also to the villages and farms. 

But it seems possible to check and cure it. It is certainly quite clear that the 

temples, which had been almost deserted, have begun to be frequented, 

that the established religious rites, long neglected, are being resumed, and 

that from everywhere sacrificial animals are coming, for which until now 

very few purchasers could be found. Hence it is easy to imagine what a 

multitude of people can be reformed if an opportunity for repentance is 

afforded.  

Trajan to Pliny 

You observed proper procedure, my dear Pliny, in sifting the cases of 

those who had been denounced to you as Christians. For it is not possible 

to lay down any general rule to serve as a kind of fixed standard. They are 

not to be sought out; if they are denounced and proved guilty, they are to 

be punished, with this reservation, that whoever denies that he is a Chris-

tian and really proves it—that is, by worshiping our gods—even though he 

was under suspicion in the past, shall obtain pardon through repentance. 

But anonymously posted accusations ought to have no place in any 

prosecution. For this is both a dangerous kind of precedent and out of 

keeping with the spirit of our age. 

In his Annals, the Roman historian Tacitus describes the great fire that ravaged 
Rome in AD 64 and how the Emperor Nero tried to deflect blame from himself by 
making scapegoats of the Christians. 

Source: From Early Christian Writings, 

http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/annals.html 

Sample Citation: Tacitus, Annals 15.44. [All of this material comes from 

this section of Tacitus.] 

But all human efforts, all the lavish gifts of the emperor, and the 

propitiations of the gods, did not banish the sinister belief that the 

conflagration was the result of an order [by the emperor]. Consequently, to 

get rid of the report, Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most 
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exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called Christians 

by the populace. 

Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty 

during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius 

Pilatus, and a most mischievous superstition, thus checked for the 

moment, again broke out not only in Judaea, the first source of the evil, 

but even in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful from every part 

of the world find their center and become popular. 

Accordingly, an arrest was first made of all who pleaded guilty; then, upon 

their information, an immense multitude was convicted, not so much of 

the crime of firing the city, as of hatred against mankind. Mockery of 

every sort was added to their deaths. Covered with the skins of beasts, 

they were torn by dogs and perished, or were nailed to crosses, or were 

doomed to the flames and burnt, to serve as a nightly illumination, when 

daylight had expired. Nero offered his gardens for the spectacle, and was 

exhibiting a show in the circus, while he mingled with the people in the 

dress of a charioteer or stood aloft on a car. 

Hence, even for criminals who deserved extreme and exemplary 

punishment, there arose a feeling of compassion; for it was not, as it 

seemed, for the public good, but to glut one man's cruelty, that they were 

being destroyed. 

In his Lives of the Twelve Caesars], the Roman historian Suetonius also provides a 
briefer description of how Nero persecuted Christians. He includes the section in 
his review of some of the achievements of Nero. 

Source:  http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Suetonius/12Caesars/Nero*.html#note46 

Sample Citation: Suetonius, Lives of the Twelve Caesars, 16.1. 

16 1 He devised a new form for the buildings of the city and in front of the houses and 

apartments he erected porches, from the flat roofs of which fires could be fought; and these he 

put up at his own cost. He had also planned to extend the walls as far as Ostia and to bring the 

sea from there to Rome by a canal. 

2 During his reign many abuses were severely punished and put down, and no fewer new laws 

were made: a limit was set to expenditures; the public banquets were confined to a distribution of 

food; the sale of any kind of cooked viands in the taverns was forbidden, with the exception of 

pulse and vegetables, whereas before every sort of dainty was exposed for sale. Punishment was 

inflicted on the Christians, a class of men given to a new and mischievous superstition. He put an 

end to the diversions of the chariot drivers, who from immunity of long standing claimed the 

right of ranging at large and amusing themselves by cheating and robbing the people. The 

pantomimic actors and their partisans were banished from the city. 

Minucius Felix wrote one of the earliest Latin apologies (defenses) of Christianity, 
his Octavius. In this work, he presents a supposed dialogue between a Christian, 
Octavius Januaris, and a pagan critic, Caecilius Natalis. Although the work is a 
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defense of the Christians, the following section presents one of the charges that 
Caecilius levels against them. 

Source: Ancient History Sourcebook, Fordham University 

https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/ancient/christian-cannibals.asp (accessed 10 January 

2020). Text from Minucius Felix, Octavius, R. E. Wallis, trans. in The Ante-Nicene 

Fathers (Buffalo: The Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1887), 4:177-78. 

Sample Citation: Minucius Felix, Octavius, 9. [All of this material comes 

from this section of Tacitus.] 

And now, as wickeder things advance more fruitfully, and abandoned 

manners creep on day by day, those abominable shrines of an impious 

assembly [i.e., Christians] are maturing themselves throughout the whole 

world. Assuredly this confederacy ought to be rooted out and execrated. 

They know one another by secret marks and insignia, and they love one 

another almost before they know one another; everywhere also there is 

mingled among them a certain religion of lust, and they call one another 

promiscuously brothers and sisters, that even a not unusual debauchery 

may by the intervention of that sacred name become incestuous: it is thus 

that their vain and senseless superstition glories in crimes. 

Nor, concerning these things, would intelligent report speak of things so 

great and various, and requiring to be prefaced by an apology, unless truth 

were at the bottom of it. I hear that they adore the head of an ass, that 

basest of creatures, consecrated by I know not what silly persuasion, a 

worthy and appropriate religion for such manners. Some say that they 

worship the genitals of their pontiff and priest, and adore the nature, as it 

were, of their common parent. I know not whether these things are false; 

certainly suspicion is applicable to secret and nocturnal rites; and he who 

explains their ceremonies by reference to a man punished by extreme 

suffering for his wickedness, and to the deadly wood of the cross, 

appropriates fitting altars for reprobate and wicked men, that they may 

worship what they deserve. 

Now the story about the initiation of young novices is as much to be 

detested as it is well known. An infant covered over with meal, that it may 

deceive the unwary, is placed before him who is to be stained with their 

rites: this infant is slain by the young pupil, who has been urged on as if to 

harmless blows on the surface of the meal, with dark and secret wounds. 

Thirstily—O horror! they lick up its blood; eagerly they divide its limbs. 

By this victim they are pledged together; with this consciousness of 

wickedness they are covenanted to mutual silence. 
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