
FROM ROME TO CONSTANTINOPLE 

Studies in Honour of Averil Cameron 

edited by 

Hagit Amirav & Bas ter Haar Romeny 

PEETERS 
LEUVEN - PARIS - DUDLEY, MA 

2007 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Preface ix 

List of Contributors xiii 

To Make Byzantium Interesting: Our Debt to Averil Cameron 1 
Peter BROWN 

A. HISTORIOGRAPHY AND RHETORIC 

Eusebius' Vita Constantini and the Construction of the Image of 
Maxentius 11 

Jan Willem DRIJVERS 

The OriginaHty and Origins of Anonymus, De Divitiis 29 
Peter GARNSEY 

Apocrypha and the Literary Past in Late Antiquity 47 
Scott JOHNSON 

Strabo and Procopius: Classical Geography for a Christian Empire 67 
Michael MAAS 

Ammianus Stoicus^. Reflections on Rulership, Tyranny, and Power in 
the Res Gestae 85 

Hagit AMIRAV 

B. CHRISTIANITY IN ITS SOCIAL CONTEXTS 

Theodoret of Cyrrhus: a Syrian in Greek Dress? 105 
Fergus MILLAR 

Persecution and Donatist Identity in the Liber Genealogus 127 
Alan DEARN 

Augustine's Commentaries on the Old Testament: A Mariological 
Perspective 137 

Pauline ALLEN 



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, 1 9 9 1 ) - 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. 8 9 - 1 1 9 ) , 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 books^. 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. I 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, w h o m 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.' I 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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5. Averil Cameron, Rhetoric of Empire, p. 103. See the convenient collection of trans­
lations in B. Daley, On the Dormition of Mary: Early Patristic Homilies (Crestwood, NY, 
1998), pp. 183-246. For the Greek texts, see the edition by B. Kotter, Die Schriften des 
Johannes Damaskus 5 (Berlin, 1988), pp. 461-555. 

6. On the Dormition texts in general, see now S.J. Shoemaker, Ancient Traditions of 
the Virgin Mary's Dormition and Assumption (Oxford, 2002). On Mary's role in late antique 
and early Byzantine Christianity, see Averil Cameron, 'The Early Cult of the Virgin', in 
M. Vassilaki (ed.). Mother of God: Representations of the Virgin in Byzantine Art (Athens-
Milan, 2000), pp. 3-15, and eadem, 'The Cult of the Virgin in Late Antiquity: Religious 
Development and Myth-Making', in R.N. Swanson (ed.). The Church and Mary (Wood-
bridge, 2004), pp. 1-21. 

7. Averil Cameron, Rhetoric ofEmpire, p. 105. 
8. See the volumes in the Corpus Christianorum Series Apocryphorum (CCSA), 

such as the new edition of the Acts of John: E. Junod and J.D. Kaestli (eds.). Acta lohannis 
(CCSA 1-2; Turnhout, 1983); and the edition of the fourth-century Acts of Philip: F. Bovon, 
B. Bouvier, and F. Amsler (eds.). Acta Philippi (CCSA 11; Turnhout, 1999). On the complex 
process of editing the Apocryphal Acts from Byzantine manuscripts, see F. Bovon, 'Editing 
the Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles', in F. Bovon, A.G. Brock, and C.R. Matthews (eds.), 
The Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles: Harvard Divinity School Studies (Religions of the World; 
Cambridge, MA, 1999), pp. 2-35. 

9. C. von Tischendorf, Evangelia Apocrypha (2nd ed.; Leipzig, 1876; repr. Hildesheim, 
1966, 1987); R.A. Lipsius and M. Bonnet, Acta Apostolorum Apocrypha (3 vols; Leipzig, 
1891, 1898, 1903; repr. Hildesheim, 1959). 

sermons on the Dormition (KOijirjaic;, going to sleep ) of the Virgin Mary^. 
These sermons rely upon apocryphal texts, such as the second-century 
Protoevangelion of James, which, though it does not itself relate a Dormi­
tion story, certainly fertilized the writing of fifth and sixth-century 
Dormit ion narratives in Greek ancj Syriac^. The tradition of Dormit ion 
narratives was a part of a larger project in the early Christian and late 
antique worlds, that of filling in the gaps of the Gospel narratives with 
regard to the lives and experiences of biblical figures^. 

What Cameron exposes above a l̂ in the chapter 'Stories People Want' 
is the persistence of Christian apoctypha throughout the early Christian 
and late antique worlds (2nd through 6th centuries, primarily). In this 
paper I shall explore this theme of Cameron's work in further detail by 
considering the modes of reception for these texts in Late Antiquity. It 
will be helpful, by way of introduction, to start at the end of the process, 
in Byzantium, and work backwards to the earlier period. 

To begin, it is no secret that Christian apocrypha of the second and third 
centuries CE are extremely well attested in Byzantine manuscripts, and these 
manuscripts continue to receive attention by editors and translators^. 
Scholars such as Constantin von Tischendorf and R.A. Lipsius inaugurated 
the modern interest in editing apocryphal texts in the late nineteenth cen­
tury^. However, Tischendorf was hardly the first to have sought to collect 
these important texts and present them in a comprehensive manner. 
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10. On Symeon see now C. Hogel, Symeon Metaphrastes: Rewriting and Canonization 
(Copenhagen, 2002). 

11. C. Rapp, 'Byzantine Hagiographers as Antiquarians, Seventh to Tenth Centuries', 
Byzantinische Forschungen 31 (1995), pp. 31-44. 

12. S.F. Johnson, The Life and Miracles of Thekla, 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.J. Dresden, Denkart: A Pahlavi Text - Facsimile Edition 
of the Manuscript B of the K.R. Cama Oriental Institute, Bombay (Wiesbaden, 1966); see also 
J. de Menasce, Le troisième livre du Denkart (Paris, 1973); and E.W West, Pahlavi Texts 4 
(Sacred Books of the East 37; Oxford, 1892), Introduction. 

Symeon Metaphrastes (died c.lOOO), 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 r e a d e r s . R e c e n t l y 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^i. My own work has at tempted 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^^^ 

Received texts are almost ubiquitously treated as sites for the (essen­

tially cognitive) processes of rewriting, organization, and re-presenta-

tion^^. 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 

antiquarian 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. 
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16. E.g., B.D. Ehrman, Lost Christianities: The Battles for Scripture and the Faiths We 
Never Knew (Oxford-New York, 2003); idem. Lost Scriptures: Books that Did not Make it into 
the New Testament (Oxford-New York, 2003); E. Pagels, Beyond Belief The Secret Gospel of 
Thomas (New York, 2003), esp. Chapter 5. One could also note (outside the academy) the 
Da Vinci Code phenomenon which states the disjunctive thesis in the starkest of terms; and 
compare B.D. Ehrman, Truth and Fiction in the Da Vinci Code: A Historian Reveals what 
We Really Know about Jesus, Mary Magdalene, and Constantine (Oxford-New York, 2004). 

17. I have commented on this elsewhere: see S.F. Johnson, 'Late Antique Narrative 
Fiction: Apocryphal Acta and the Greek Novel in the Fifth-Century Life and Miracles of 
Thekla\ in idem (ed.), Greek Literature in Late Antiquity: Dynamism, Didacticism, Classicism 
(Aldershot, 2006), pp. 189-207. 

18. For Nonnos' Paraphrase of John, see the standard critical text of A. Scheindler (ed.). 
Nonni Panopolitani Paraphrasis S. Evangelii loannei (Leipzig, 1881). A team of Italian schol­
ars under the direction of Enrico Livrea is producing an important new edition with com­
mentary, chapter by chapter: E. Livrea (ed.). Nonno di Panopoli: Parafrasi del Vangelo di 
S. Giovanni, Canto XVIII (Naples, 1989); idem (ed.). Nonno di Panopoli: Parafrasi del Van­
gelo di San Giovanni, Canto B (Biblioteca Patristica 36; Bologna, 2000); D. Accorimi (ed.), 
Nonno di Panopoli: Parafrasi del Vangelo di S. Giovanni, Canto XX (Pisa, 1996); G. Agosti 
(ed.). Nonno di Panopoli: Parafrasi del Vangelo di San Giovanni, Canto quinto (Florence, 
2003); C. De Stephani (ed.), Nonno di Panopoli: Parafrasi del Vangelo di S. Giovanni, Canto 
1 (Eikasmos 6; Bologna, 2002); C. Greco (ed.). Nonno di Panopoli: Parafrasi del Vangelo di 
S. Giovanni, Canto tredicesimo (Hellenica 12; Alessandria, 2004). 

Recent attempts at assessing the reception of Christian apocrypha in 
Late Antiquity offer convenient access points into the methodology and 
practice of late antique studies. I examine closely below three contribu­
tions to the field which make new inroads into understanding the com­
plex reception history of early Christian literature. These three studies 
are important precisely for their differing - one might say competing -
methods of trying to trace and explain the 'afterlife' of early Christian 
texts in Late Antiquity. Also, all three books in their own ways address the 
currently fashionable 'disjunctive' model of early Christian and late antique 
literature. This model posits a variety of literature available in the earliest 
Christian period which was subsequently suppressed and destroyed under 
the authoritarian regime of the Constantinian and post-Constantinian 
Christian empire 

There are a number of problems, as I see it, with the disjunctive model 
of Christian literature, not least of which is the continuity of literary form 
between the early Christian and late antique worlds^^. To be sure, there is 
discontinuity as well: unlike the erudite poet Nonnos in the fifth century 
CE, no second-century Christian is writing elegant paraphrases of the 
Gospel of John in dactylic hexameters^^. However, even in Nonnos' case the 
continued value of the Gospel of John as a site for innovative Christian 
literary endeavour is evident, and there is an underlying literary continu­
ity in his case which is not simply religious, institutional, or socio-cultural: 
it is literary above all and deserves to be considered from a literary, or 
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2 . MULTIFORMITY 

The first contribution I 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, 2 0 0 3 ) . 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^o. 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 ofPeter^K 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). 

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 - ail 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. 


