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Making a Friend Comrade, Martyr and Orthodox:

Panegyrical Methods and the Portrayal of Basil's Life in Gregory of

Nazianzus' Funeral Oration for Basil

Masahiro NISHIMURA

Gregory of Nazianzus' Funeral Oration for Basil is well-known as a model of integration of
the Christian faith and classical rhetoric and understood as a monument to the friendship
between Basil and Gregory Nazianzen. But here I attempt to interpret this piece as portraying
a friend’s life as a struggle for orthodox faith by means of panegyrical methods.

One of the characteristic techniques in writing panegyric is the comparison of the object of
praise with heroes of the past. Within Funeral Oration, Gregory of Nazianzus uses this
technique to make Basil his own comrade and equate him with a martyr.

In the section narrating their experience at Athens, Gregory Nazianzen depicts Basil and
himself engaged in controversy with the Armenians, like Homeric heroes in battlefield. The
two friends in controversy, wearing the personas of epic comrades, take the same position and
fight the same opponents. The intention of this part seems to be to emphasise the intimacy and
unity of thought between the two.

In the section narrating the conflict in Cappadocia between Basil and the Arian Emperor
Valens, Gregory Nazianzen depicts Valens as persecutor and Basil as martyr. With this
portrayal of Basil as the re-enactor of the struggle for the faith of the past age, Gregory makes
his friend a modern martyr and presents his life as a constant battle against heresy.

All this description seems to have the intention of affirming Basil's unwavering stance on
doctrinal orthodoxy. Basil himself avoided making clear his support for the divinity of the Holy
Spirit in public discussion and his discretion on doctrinal controversy invited criticism and
perversion of his doctrinal position. Against this, Gregory Nazianzen stresses in this oration
that Basil had always defended orthodoxy. According to him, Basil's silence on the nature of
the Holy Spirit was a deliberate tactic on the controversy and he confided his support for the
consubstantiality of the Holy Spirit before Gregory of Nazianzus. Gregory Nazianzen

guarantees Basil's doctrinal orthodoxy by making himself an eyewitness. Presumably, the
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credibility of his testimony is enhanced by the narrative of their Athenian memory that
emphasises the intimacy and unity of thought between the two friends. This indicates the
possibility that the Athenian memory of the two has the function of proving Basil's position as
an orthodox.

The portrayal of Basil as comrade and martyr in Gregory of Nazianzus' Funeral Oration
seems to have a purpose of demonstrating that his friend’s doctrinal position was steadfastly
orthodox. Gregory Nazianzen’s oration depicts Basil's life as devoted to the struggle for the
orthodox faith. And this depiction is an attempt to present the memory of the friend as that of
an orthodox and authorise it as such against those who suspect Basil's doctrinal consistency.
This oration is not the already authorised version, but a still authorising discourse of Basil's life

as an orthodox.
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