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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.









