





APOCRYPHA AND THE LITERARY PAST
IN LATE ANTIQUITY

Scott Fitzgerald JOHNSON!

1. INTRODUCTION

In the third chapter of her pioneering Sather Classical Lectures —
Christianity and the Rhetoric of Empire: The Development of Christian Dis-
course (Berkeley-Los Angeles, 1991) — Averil Cameron took up the ques-
tion of the popularity of non-canonical stories and legends about Jesus,
Mary, and the apostles in early Christianity and Late Antiquity. She titled
this chapter “Stories People Want’ (pp. 89-119), emphasizing the role of
these texts for the formation of early Christian ‘world-views,, alongside
and often in contradiction to the canonical stories or ‘myths’ of the Gospels
and other New Testament books2. These popular apocryphal (hidden or
secret) texts had a defining ‘elasticity’ which largely helped them survive the
attempts to suppress apocryphal literature in subsequent centuries®. The
elasticity of the apocrypha, particularly the varied corpus of Apocryphal
Acts, allowed the creation of a ‘symbolic universe’ which later catalyzed or
solidified a mode of Christian discourse?, As Cameron notes, one can see
the long term vitality of the apocrypha in the work of the eighth-century
theologian John of Damascus, who wrote an authoritative trilogy of

1. T would like to thank David Elmer and Charles Weiss for reading an earlier version
of this paper and suggesting changes. I am also grateful to Hagit Amirav and Bas ter Haar
Romeny for inviting me to be a part of this volume celebrating the career of Professor
Averil Cameron, whom I am fortunate to count as a teacher, mentor, and friend.

2. See pp. 89-90: “The Christian stories were stories with meanings — let us call them
myths. They were mostly evangelistic. But they were also just stories” [ know from private
conversation that she would no longer claim the term ‘world-view’ per se, but, in the con-
text of her chapter, ‘world-view’ is well placed to emphasize the imaginative worlds opened
up by the creative interaction of Canon and Apocrypha.

3. Cameron here is careful about making the notion of ‘popular literature’ bear too
much weight in discussion of these texts: in other words, it is not so easy to say that apoc-
rypha thrived simply because they were ‘popular’ See Averil Cameron, Rhetoric of Empire,
p. 108: “The ready use of the term “popular” rests on a multitude of preconceptions... It
might be better to give it up for the time being in relation to this topic.’ I would only add
to this that the ‘popularity’ argument usually neglects literary analysis of the texts,

4. Averil Cameron, Rhetoric of Empire, p. 93.
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Symeon Metaphrastes (died ¢.1000), compiler and redactor of apocrypha
and saints’ Lives, stands as the pre-eminent example of an internal Greek
tradition of mining, collecting, and refining the texts of the past — indeed
preserving and refining the past itself in physical form — for the purpose
of presenting them to present and future readers.!® Recently scholars
have noted that Symeon was himself working in a tradition: his prede-
cessors include the writers Leontios of Neapolis and Sophronios of
Jerusalem, who already show signs in their works of early Byzantine ‘anti-
quarianism’ in the seventh century!!. My own work has attempted to
push the origins of Christian antiquarianism further backwards into Late
Antiquity (4th to 6th centuries), and I have claimed that this tendency
towards redaction, collection, and republication is endemic to late antique
literature generally!2,

Received texts are almost ubiquitously treated as sites for the {essen-
tially cognitive) processes of rewriting, organization, and re-presenta-
tion!3. I consider the initial process to be one of reification, that is, of an
inkling of the physical past that makes the collector or redactor aware of
the need to preserve the documents at hand', The ephemeral commis-
sioning of the work varies, of course — in Symeon Metaphrastes’ case it
seems to have been a collection imperative initiated in the middle of the
tenth century by the emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos — but
the literary relics of the mental processes at work appear the same across
time, culture, and even religion!®. Thus, I would like to argue that the
antiquartan tendency with regard to early Christian apocrypha — this
intense, conscious reception and reworking — is a fundamental aspect of
Late Antiquity: both in terms of creating the imaginary worlds that Averil
Cameron has written about, but also in terms of having an important
impact on literary history.

10. On Symeon see now C. Hegel, Symeon Metaphrastes: Rewriting and Canonization
{Copenhagen, 2002).

11. C. Rapp, ‘Byzantine Hagiographers as Antiquarians, Seventh to Tenth Centuries’,
Byzantinische Forschungen 31 (19953), pp. 31-44.

12. S.F. Johnson, The Life and Miracles of Thekia, A Literary Study (Hellenic Studies 13;
Washington, DC-Cambridge, MA, 2006), Chapter 2.

13. On cognition and textuality, see D.R. Olson, The World on Paper: The Conceptual and
Cognitive Implications of Writing and Reading {Cambridge, 1994).

14. I take inspiration from the important book in the Sociology of Knowledge, Tradi-
tion (Chicago, 1981) by Edward Shils.

15. See the Pahlavi collection of Sasanian-Zoroastrian lore, the Denkard { Denkart), pro-
duced in the early ninth century: M.]. Dresden, Denkart: A Pahlavi Text — Facsimile Edition
of the Manuscript B of the K.R. Cama Oriental Institute, Bombay (Wiesbaden, 1966); see also
]. de Menasce, Le troisiéme livre du Denkart (Paris, 1973); and E.'W, West, Pahlavi Texts 4
{Sacred Books of the East 37; Oxford, 1892), Introduction.
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literary historical, point of view, rather than an ideological one. The three
books considered below — on the Acts of Peter, the figure of Doubting
Thomas, and the History of Early Christian Literature — all make important,
challenging attempts at revising the standard literary history of early
Christian literature, and taken together they point to new avenues of
investigation and persistent stumbling blocks in the field of late antique
studies.

2. MULTIFORMITY

The first contribution [ would like to consider is a book by Christine
M. Thomas, entitled The Acts of Peter, Gospel Literature, and the Ancient
Novel: Rewriting the Past (Oxford, 2003)}. In this book Thomas attempts
to nuance the literary relationship between the apocryphal Acts of Peter
and the Ancient Novel. In the process she addresses the very important
issue of textual fluidity among early Christian texts and offers something
of a new model of textual transition in Late Antiquity based on oral folk-
tales. As Thomas admits, she is not the first to turn to patterns of oral
composition as a lens through which to view the variety of Christian texts
— Virginia Burrus, Kate Cooper, and others had done this before her!? -
but the fluidity of early Christian stories is usually discussed between texts
and not within texts®. In other words, previous scholarship concentrated
on differing story-patterns between Apocryphal Acts and Gospels, but
Thomas intriguingly applies theories of oral transmission to the internal
history of one text in particular, the second-century Acts of Peter?!. In this
way Thomas can map the changes made to a text over time and discuss
more cogently the context of reception. Changes to the text (oral or writ-
ten) bespeak contemporary concerns more than original ones, so later
editions and translations of the Acts of Peter are crucial for explaining the
meaning of a text diachronically.

19. V. Burrus, Chastity as Autonomy: Women in the Stories of Apocryphal Acts {Studies
in Women and Religion 23; Lewiston, NY, 1987); K. Cooper, The Virgin and the Bride:
Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity (Cambridge, MA, 1996).

20. Thomas, Acts of Peter, p. 11: “The focus on the Acts of Peter as a single Apocryphal
Act diverges from usual approaches to the Apocryphal Acts, which have been treated as
a corpus in the history of research.

21. Thomas does not rely too heavily on an imagined oral milieu; her only concern
is that models of oral elaboration can be effectively used in discussions about the malleabil-
ity of early Christian texts (pp. 69-71). I have argued something similar regarding the
fifth-century Life and Miracles of Thekla and the ancient genre of paraphrase in general
{Johnson, Life and Miracles, pp. 67-78).
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Thomas’s most challenging arguments stem from her commitment to
genre as an indispensable heuristic for early Christian literature??, From
the beginning Thomas acknowledges her prior perplexity at scholars’
persistent association of Christian apocryphal Acts with the Ancient
Novel: as she says, ‘these elegant products [the Greek novels, or romances]
seemed worlds apart from the unsophisticated and clumsy Greek prose of
the Apocryphal Acts’?®. What she discovered, however, was the shared
narrative fluidity between texts of the Acts of Peter and historical novels
such as the Alexander Romance?!. As Thomas notes, ‘The search for the
“original” version must be abandoned from the start’?s. She considers this
fluidity, or *multiformity” as she terms it, to be evidence of the emergence
of a distinct genre?,

In considering the context of reception, Thomas demonstrates that it
is not just the ‘original’ Greek text of the Acts of Peter that shows narra-
tive fluidity, but the late antique translations, paraphrases, and epitomes
of the text that also show fluidity within their own transmission history?’.
In other words, if attempts at reconstructing a critical urtext of the Greek
Acts of Peter are fraught with difficulty, any attempt to solidify the multi-
ple late antique versions of the Acts is even more so. The Actus Vercellenses,
which is the earliest surviving Latin translation of the Acts of Peter (c.359-
385 CE), underwent numerous editorial redactions and epitomations after
publication. Moreover, when the Actus Vercellenses is compared with other
later texts related to the Acts of Peter, such as the so-called ‘Linus text’
{4th-5th centuries cg), it becomes clear that these Latin translations are

22. Compare an attempt to claim the tool of genre for Byzantine literature: M. Mullett,
“The Madness of Genre|, Dumbarforn Oaks Papers 46 (1992}, pp. 233-43.

23. Thomas, Acts of Peter, p. vii.

24, Richard Pervo has argued for the Alexander Romance, the Life of Aesop, and Philo-
stratus’ Life of Apollonius of Trana to play an elevated role in discussions of the genre of
the Apocryphal Acts: R. Pervo, ‘The Ancient Novel Becomes Christian), in Gareth Schmel-
ing {ed.}, The Novel in the Ancient World {rev. ed.; Leiden, 2003), pp. 685-711, at p. 689. See
also his arguments for reading the Gospel of Mark in this context: idem, ‘Early Christian
Fiction', in .R. Morgan and R. Stoneman (eds.), Greek Fiction: The Greek Novel in Context
(London, 1994}, pp. 239-54. See further L. Wills, The Quest for the Historical Gospel: Mark,
John, and the Origins of the Gospel Genre (London, 1997).

25. Thomas, Acts of Peter, p. 10.

26. Thomas, Acts of Peter, p. 11. See also p. 89: “The narrative fluidity of these stories,
their existence in multiple translations, redactions, abridgments, and expansions, is evi-
dence of successive performances of a narrative such as the Acts of Peter and should be
viewed as a positive characteristic of this category of literature, rather than the terror of
the editor” The term ‘multiformity” appears also in A. Lord, Singer of Tales (2nd ed.; Cam-
bridge, MA, 2000} and G. Nagy, Homeric Questions (Austin, 1996).

27. Thomas, Acts of Peter, p. 41.
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other texts which could be included among this fold, such as the History
of Apollonius, King of Tyre, the two surviving recensions of which date to
the fifth and sixth century cg*.

Thus, one way of viewing the reception of early Christian apocrypha
in Late Antiquity is through the structural features of the textual form.
Whether or not one wishes to categorize the Apocryphal Acts as novels,
there is an important continuity in the way that stories and episodes from
the lives of the apostles take on new forms that are continuously recycled,
rewritten, translated, and republished throughout late antique Christian-
ity3%. The intensive manipulation of received texts from the early Chris-
tian world, whether in an oral or a written context, should be considered
to be a defining characteristic of Late Antiquity as a whole.

3. ‘PsYcHOLOGY’

The second recent work of scholarship which I would like to consider
is the book Doubting Thomas (Cambridge, MA, 2005) by classicist Glenn
W. Most. In the book Most surveys both the primary sources (the Gospels)
and the longue durée secondary trajectories (textual and visual) for the
persona of the apostle Thomas. His argument is subtle, emphasizing the
‘plurality of potential dimensions of meaning’ offered in the account of
‘Doubting Thomas’ in John 20%. In Most’s words his analysis is ‘rhetori-
cal’, ‘literary) and ‘psychological’, rather than ‘theological’ (by which he
means an attempt to delineate the ‘only true meaning of John’s text’}3.
Despite his commitment to plurality, in the first half of his book, Most
does offer his own {innovative) interpretation of the Doubting Thomas
figure, an interpretation which provokes the second half of the book, the
survey of Thomas’s reception.

Of the three categories of analysis which Most claims to have employed,
the ‘psychological’ is the most prominent, especially in connecting early
texts about Thomas with later ones®”. He argues that the narrative of

33. G.A.A. Kortekaas (ed.), The Story of Apollonius King of Tyre: A Study of its Greek
Origin and an Edition of the Two Oldest Latin Recensions (Leiden, 2004); idem, Commen-
tary on the Historia Apollonii Regis Tyri (Leiden, 2007).

34. Thomas, Acts of Peter, p. 81: “The reuse of the Acts of Peter in so many documents
is evidence of the continued reading of them over a span of centuries.

35. Most, Doubting Thomas, p. 7.

36. Most, Doubting Thomas, pp. 7-9. Most’s use of the term ‘theological’ here is unac-
ceptable in that it insinuates that theologians are unaware of the multiplicity of meanings
that a text can create in the context of its reception.

37. 1 keep ‘psychological’ in quotation marks throughout because Most has not made
it clear how this term relates to the (now venerable) tradition of psychological literary
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John 20 (and often elsewhere in the Gospels) suppresses irrelevant details
and permits ‘apparently divergent, discrepant, or even incompatible ver-
sions’ to stand next to each other without offering the reader a guide to
sorting through them or unifying them?. These gaps in narrative consis-
tency open the text to ‘psychological’ or imaginative reconstruction by
readers. He thus invokes the discipline of Source Criticism (Quellen-
forschung) to draw attention to the gaps and inconsistencies in the narra-
tive structure of the Gospel. However, source criticism as practiced by
Rudolf Bultmann and others appears to him to be ‘looking for the wrong
answer to the right question’: that is, we should not take narrative gaps to
be simply evidence of compilation from various source texts, but rather
the gaps are the necessary ‘virtues of this lacunary style) providing for
readers ‘fascinating challenges’ and which ‘may have been designed for
this very purpose’. It is the readers’ active engagement with these chal-
lenges, in forging links between narrative pieces, that exposes the ‘psycho-
logical motivations and reactions’ essential to the construction of mean-
ing in the Gospelsf,

Let us look more closely at the text in question from the Gospel of
John, which provides the subject and title of Most’s book, Doubting
Thomas. In John 20 the first person to meet the risen Jesus is Mary Mag-
dalene, after she has told Peter and ‘the disciple Jesus loved’ that the tomb
was empty (20:1-18)*L This is, of course, the famous scene in which Mary
thinks Jesus is the gardener (20:15)*2, and he refuses to let her touch him,
once she has realized who he really is (20:17). Just following this recogni-

criticism or to the practice of modern psychology in general. Though compare the follow-
ing: ‘A psychological interpretation of the kind I undertake aims to link actions and
incidents by ascribing to narrative agents plausible motivations and reactions; the term
“psychological” as I am using it is not at all intended to connote anything like sentimen-
talism, banalization, or a doctrinaire form of Freudian (or any other) psychoanalysis’
(Most, Doubting Thomas, p. 11).

38. Most, Doubting Thomas, p. 9.

39. Most, Doubting Thomas, pp. 9-10.

40. This approach has the unmistakable virtue of reading late antique literature gua
literature: for a literary appreciation of Doubting Thomas see the review by Frank Kermode,
‘Blackening’, London Review of Books 28.1 (5 January, 2006).

41. Many readers naturally assume that ‘the disciple whom Jesus loved’ is the apostle
John himself (also the author of the Gospel according to 21:20-24, though this chapter is
probably a later addition). However, James Charlesworth has recently argued at length that
the ‘beloved disciple’ is Thomas himself: J.H. Charlesworth, The Beloved Disciple: Whose
Witness Validates the Gospel of John? (Valley Forge, PA, 1995). Charlesworth’s book does
not appear in Most’s bibliography (cf. Doubting Thomas, pp. 233-34), but (if the argument
were accepted) it could contribute to an even more complex picture of Thomas's persona
in the Gospel of John.

42. Most suggests this is an ‘unwitting reference’ to the Garden of Eden (Doubting
Thomas, p. 37).


http://MostyDoubtingThomaSyp.il
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to touch in Luke 24:39) or Mary Magdalene (though she is allowed to
touch in Matthew 28:9)%7. Nevertheless, in the conclusion of the chapter,
Jesus’ comment that Thomas has believed because he has seen (20:30, 871
twpakag e nemiotevkag) reinforces the idea that Thomas also believed
only by sight and not by touch*. Thus, according to Most, we assume
wrongly that Thomas actually did touch Jesus, since the text explicitly
prohibits the conclusion that he did. ‘Not only does John not assert that
Thomas touched Jesus’ body: he has gone to considerable trouble to make
it quite clear that Thomas did not do s0.* John 20, therefore, is a coher-
ent argument for belief by sight (or by hearsay, 20:29) rather than by
touch: no one, in fact, seems to have touched Jesus post-resurrection in
John’s original conception of his Gospel.

By contrast to this reading of John 20, the tradition that Thomas had
his doubts relieved by touching the physical body of Jesus (‘an unforget-
table yet intolerable image’) is well known from texts and visual art from
the second century onwards®. In the second half of his book, Most sur-
veys the early apocryphal texts, including the Infancy Gospel of Thomas
(end of 2nd century cg), the Gospel of Thomas {mid 2nd century), the
Book of Thomas the Contender (2nd-3rd centuries), the Acts of Thomas
(3rd century), and the Apocalypse of Thomas (earlier than 5th century).
In Most’s ‘psychological’ view these texts are important precisely because
they are ‘enormously sensitive, indeed hypersensitive’ to narrative lacunae
in the New Testaments2, The various post-apostolic iterations of Thomas’s
persona are indeed fascinating: Thomas the twin brother of Christ in
Thomas the Contender; Judas Thomas the dark avatar of esoteric gnostic
doctrine in the Gospel of Thomas, Thomas the apostle to India and

47, There is, of course, a contrast between Jesus refusing to allow Mary to touch him
and inviting Thomas to touch him later in the same chapter. [s this evidence of latent
misogynism? Not to Most, who sees this as a literary pairing, a bipartite ‘symbolon’ as he
terms it { Doubting Thomas, p. 41): Mary has already believed by sight, so it is unnecessary
for her to touch Jesus; the invitation to Thomas is in reality a challenge to believe, which
Thomas completes by sight and not touch. Thus, in this interpretation the apparent slight
against Mary is actually approbation of a sort, Another possible interpretation is that Jesus
has, as he presaged to Mary, ‘ascended to the Father’ (John 20:17) between his appearance
to Mary and his appearance to the disciples and then to Thomas, though this is not made
explicit in the text.

48. See Most, Doubting Thomas, p. 62: ‘[Doubting Thomas] first establishes criteria
for according an epistemic belief but then adopts what seems to be a nonepistemic belief
without having satisfied those criteria.’

49. Most, Doubting Thomas, p. 69.

50. Quotation from Most, Doubting Thomas, p. 73.

51. For bibliographical information about each of these texts, see Most, Doubting
Thomas, pp. 88-90 and 240-46.

52. Most, Doubting Thomas, p. 102.
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Most thus takes a particular stance on the transition from early Chris-
tian to late antique Christian literature which differs somewhat from that
of Christine Thomas. Rather than textual fluidity, the primary marker of
later Christian literature is the felt need to fill the ‘psychological’ gaps
with new narratives that expand the imaginary landscape of apostolic
Christianity. Nevertheless, in agreement with Thomas, Most emphasizes
the investment of intellectual and literary effort that connects rather than
disjoins early Christian and late antique literature. Late antique writers
were ‘hypersensitive’ to the gaps left in the canonical texts. He claims at
one point that ‘without what later came to be termed the Apocrypha there
would not have been a canon of the New Testament as such in the first
place™s, It could be noted that in his own analysis the reverse is also true:
apocryphal texts, particularly those written from the third to sixth cen-
turies, depend explicitly on the narratives from the New Testament. This
heightened awareness of apostolic histories, legends, and personae is char-
acteristic of late antique Christian literature and is dramatically revealed
in Glenn Most’s delineation of Thomas’s literary afterlife,

4, LiTERARY HISTORY

The final book I would like to consider is the inaugural Cambridge His-
tory of Early Christian Literature (hereafter CHECL), edited by Frances
Young, Lewis Ayres, and Andrew Louth (Cambridge, 2004). This book is
comprehensive in scope, covering texts from the first century to the sixth
century, and as such I can hardly do justice to the entire work in summary
terms. However, a thorough review of the book is not necessary here.
Rather, [ am interested in its methodological aims and how those aims are
carried out. As is clear from its more programmatic sections, the editors
of the CHECL have conscicusly attempted to write a history of literature,
as opposed to an encyclopaedic cultural or social history of the period®’.

56. Most, Doubting Thomas, p. 85. In historical terms, it seems that the canonical
Gospels in particular had a wide circulation (and tacit canonical authority?) before the
writing of most of the apocryphal texts which have survived (i.e., mid to late 2nd century).
Tt is more helpful perhaps simply to demonstrate (as Most does passim) that canonical and
apocryphal literature circulated side-by-side and mutually established reading and writing
practices in the early Christian centuries. If anything, lists of proscribed books such as the
sixth-century Decretum Gelasianum demonstrate that apocryphal texts continued to have
a readership and currency long after the canon had solidified.

57. CHECL, p. xii. Elsewhere Young suggests that the CHECL stands in direct opposi-
tion to historical critictsm of early Christian literature which hinders reading the texts as
‘works’ (p. 105).
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short, the mass of ‘sub-literary’, fictional, or novelistic literature (however
one wishes to term it) in late antique Christianity is almost wholly
ignored, tilting the literary historical balance firmly in the direction of
the major theological works of the ‘Church Fathers), excepting only two
short sections on ‘Hagiography’ (pp. 358-361) and ‘The Literature of the
Monastic Movement’ (pp. 373-381). Even if the editors wanted to refrain
from pretending to be ‘The Cambridge History of Late Antique Literature’
(cf. p. xi), surely the ‘sub-class’ of ‘Christian literature’ in this period is
much broader and thicker than what is represented here.

A few critical factors pose insurmountable problems for so tradition-
alist an approach. First, scholarship has been asking questions for a while
now that do not neatly fit into the accepted categories of the CHECL. To
take two examples, what constitutes a text in late antique literature? What
constitutes an author? The CHECL deals in known authors who write
known texts {mainly in Greek and Latin) which have been (or at least can
be) readily edited and translated. What of the Acts of Peter and its con-
stantly fluctuating literary tradition, as discussed by Christine Thomas?
What of the role of the ‘pagan’ Greek Novel in providing the tools of genre
which a muoltitude of anonymous Christian authors exploited?6

Second, the CHECL’s remit for comprehensiveness hamstrings by
necessity any attempt to trace closely the late antique elaboration and
expansion of early Christian literature, traits which Glenn Most has shown
to be fundamentally characteristic of post-apostolic and late antique texts,
Apocryphal narratives appear ingrained in the imaginations of many late
antique writers, and this cognitive element of literary history is very dif-
ficult to expose in broad strokes®®,

Third and finally, the CHECL does very little in the end to combat the
disjunctive model of early Christian and late antique Christian literature.
This is so despite the fact that the CHECL has the superficial benefit of
covering the entire patristic period, including the earliest Christian and
the latest late antique (early Byzantine/medieval) literature. I would argue
that the reason behind this failure is the CHECL's commitment to
chronology as a heuristic. The literary forms and genres shared between
early Christian and late antique literature first need to be examined syn-
chronically rather than diachronically, and across religions and languages

67. Norris has one brief mention of the role of the novel (CHECL, p. 31), as does Brock
(p. 167}. Brock notes elsewhere that the Clementine Recognitions was one of the first
non-biblical works translated into Syriac (p. 370).

68. Brock notes the ‘psychological tensions’ in single verses of the Bible which are
exploited by Syriac writers in ekphrastic dialogue poems, the soghyatha (CHECL, p. 368).
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as well*®, To be sure, the division of the CHECL into three definable
sections helps the situation: the book does not offer simply one long nar-
rative but pauses occasionally to analyze and take stock. Nevertheless, the
model is an assumed one of evolution and change, without the analytical
space to justify that assumption. Were the evolution couched in terms of
qualitative description, or even literary evaluation, the result would have
been more positive’®,

As it stands, however, the CHECL only confirms the model of dis-
junction by forbidding early Christian literature to converse with the lit-
erature of Late Antiquity. This is so despite the evidence that many
Christian writers in Late Antiquity were engaging early Christian liter-
ature (both canonical and apocryphal) at a root level. As demonstrated
by Christine Thomas and Glenn Most, late antique writers were con-
stantly attempting to imitate the earlier literature, translate it, adjust it,
and, in some measure at least, were trying to wrench away its literary
hegemony over apostolic personae.

5. CONCLUSION

To reiterate, the three scholarly works discussed in this article offer
access into the changing discipline of late antique studies. Particularly
with regard to the question of literature in Late Antiquity, they are high-
lighting an opportunity for research that has been neglected of late”!. The
fundamental question underlying all three of the books discussed above
is the following: How does one move from early Christian literature to late
antique Christian literature? This question concerns the actual history of
the literature as much as it does the ways in which scholars segment these
texts into distinct periods. Of course, the two processes can hardly be so
neatly separated from one another since our decisions about periodization
affect the manner in which we read the texts, and how we read the texts
(or the purpose for which we read the texts) alters the historical categories

69. See the introduction to 8.F Johnson, Greek Literature in Late Antiquity, esp. pp. 5-8.

70. Young tantalizingly mentions the theoretical concept of ‘value’ at one point but does
not pursue it further (CHECL, p. 106), perhaps out of concern that Late Antiquity has too
often been devalued in such discussions. However, ‘value’ as a concept in the modern period
has a strong theoretical heritage among the Prague structuralists, who do not use it in the
denigrating manner of nineteenth-century classicists. See ]. Striedter, Literary Structure,
Evolution, and Value: Russian Formalism and Czech Structuralism Reconsidered (Cambridge,
MA, 1989).

71. Compare, however, the collected papers in S.E Johnson (ed.), Greek Literature in
Late Antiquity.
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openly espouse an interest in reading beyond this dichotomy, Thomas
through examining the various streams of textual tradition and Most
merely through reading the Doubting Thomas tradition as literature, To
be fair, it is a great strength of the CHECL that its editors allowed genres
of theological writing (so neglected as literary forms) receive the lion’s
share of attention?.

What is still lacking, however, is precisely an attempt at formulating
what is ‘literary” about early Christianity. Thomas defines this, in the con-
text of the reception of early Christian apocrypha, as ‘multiformity’ and
‘fluidity’, by which she means the fluidity of the given text itself, into and
out of other languages, cultures, and periods. Most defines the literary as
‘psychological’ or ‘lacunary’ by which he means the late antique engage-
ment with early Christian literature on the imaginative or cognitive level,
resulting in a plethora of new texts and interpretations. To return to Averil
Cameron, her definition (in ‘Stories People Want’) revolves around the
concept of elasticity: there is a flexibility to the early Christian stories,
both evangelistic and narrative, which encouraged their persistence in later
tradition. To a great degree Cameron’s definition encompasses the others.
Whether within one textual tradition or (expansively) outside it, apoc-
ryphal texts summon the apostles into the world of the reader and con-
tribute to the formation of imaginary worlds across multiple cultures, lan-
guages, and epochs.

Given the books examined above, what might be added to Cameron’s
definition of elasticity is the recognition of a need for a literary history of
Christian literature based more on analysis than on periodization. For
apocrypha in Late Antiquity, this project could fall under the discipline of
Rezeptionsisthetik?s, which (in more than one incarnation) demands that
literary works be analyzed synchronically before diachronic judgments are
made regarding periodization”. Late Antiquity as an academic field has
not yet received its Ernst Robert Curtius or Erich Auerbach: although both
of those scholars spoke about late Latin literature, their sights were firmly

75. On theological genres, see Averil Cameron, ‘How to Read Heresiology, in I0.B, Mar-
tin and P. Cox Miller {eds.), The Cultural Turn in Late Ancient Studies: Gender, Asceticism,
and Historiography (Durham, NC, 2005}, pp. 193-212; and eadem, ‘New Themes and Styles
in Greek Literature, A Title Revisited} in 5. Johnson (ed.), Greek Literature in Late Antig-
ity (Aldershot, 2006), pp. 11-28,

76. Variously translated as ‘reader-response criticism, ‘affective stylistics, etc. See Paul
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