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THE EARLY
CHRISTIAN BOOK

iscussions of early Chris-

tian literature are usually

concerned with the con-
tents of documents, their generative historical circumstances, their
chronological and theological matrices, and similar questions. Rarely
is the question raised: in what physical form(s) was this literature
known and used by the early church? The failure to consider the
extent to which the physical medium of the written word contributes
to its meaning—how its outward aspects inform the way a text is
approached and read—perpetuates a largely abstract, often unhistori-
cal, and even anachronistic conception of early Christian literature
and its transmission. To be sure, every text has literary and historical
dimensions, but no less important are its bibliographic aspects, foritis
the physical presentation of the text that is most immediately evident
and effective for its readers. There are, of course, good reasons why his-
torians of early Christian literature have tended to neglect its purely
bibliographic dimensions. In the first place, early Christian writers
intimate little or nothing about how Christian documents were writ-
ten or in what tangible form(s) they were available. Inferences from the
larger context are difficult, since non-Christian writers of the period
allude only occasionally to the subject of book production. Such mat-
ters were taken for granted by Christian and non-Christian alike.
Second, no early Christian text is extant in its original form. The
copies we possess are, at best, several stages removed from the origi-
nals. As recently as the beginning of the twentieth century there were
no known copies of a Christian book older than the two famous
biblical codices, Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, both from the fourth cen-
tury. Modern archaeological discoveries, however, have dramatically
altered the situation. Copies of Christian scriptural and nonscriptural
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documents from the second and third centuries have been recovered,
the oldest dating to the early second century. Of course, these earlier
texts are copies, not originals, and most are only fragmentarily pre-
served. Yet because we now possess manuscripts from the earliest
period of Christian literature, we are in a far better position than ever
before to describe the physical form of early Christian books. It is
unfortunate that the close study of these manuscripts has remained
almost exclusively the preserve of paleographers and textual critics,
historians of early Christian literature having taken little interest in
exploiting them for the history of Christianity and its literature.!

There is, however, much to be learned from these ancient manu-
scripts, not only about the form of the early Christian book but also
about the circulation and use of literature within the ancient church.
Indeed, the materials invite something like a sociology of early Chris-
tian literature, or at least of early Christian texts. Whatever else a text
may be or may signify, it is a physical object, and as such it can be
described, deciphered, and bibliographically located. Yet the physical
object is also a social artifact. Its content was composed, its vehicle
selected, and the words transcribed in a particular way. The book was
made accessible to an audience or readership, and the text was subse-
quently reproduced to enable its further transmission and reading in
varying circumstances. All aspects of the production, distribution, and
use of texts presuppose social functions and forces—functions and
forces that are given representation, or inscribed, in the design of the
text as a concrete, physical object. Hence the careful physical evalua-
tion of a manuscript. By observing precisely how the text was laid out,
how it was written, and what it was written on or in one has access not
only to the technical means of its production but also, since these are
the signs of intended and actual uses, to the social attitudes, motives,
and contexts that sustained its life and shaped its meaning. From this
berspective a clean distinction between textual history and the history
of literature is neither possible nor desirable.2

THE GRECO-ROMAN BOOK The modern book and its reader are
removed from antiquity not only in
time and culture but also by two

major developments in the history of books: the change from the roll

book {scroll) to the leaf book (codex), which transpired between the
second and the fourth centuries, and the change from the handwritten
to the printed book, which occurred in the fifteenth century. Ancient
books, then, were fundamentally different from modern ones. Yet we
¢an appreciate the nature and significance of early Christian books
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only if we first examine the nature of books in the larger environment
of the ancient church. I begin by considering the books of the Greco-
Roman world.?

The standard form of the book in Greco-Roman antiquity was the
roll book or scroll, designated in Greek as a biblos or biblion and in
Latin as a volumen.* Book rolls might be made either of papyrus or
parchment. In the Hellenistic and Roman periods they were usually
made of papyrus, but in the later Roman period parchment came
increasingly into use.

Papyrus was produced from a plant of the same name (Latin:
Cyperus papyrus). In antiquity, the plant was widely found in the
shallow lakes and marshes of the near East but was especially abun-
dant in the Nile valley, where it was systematically cultivated under
close government regulation. Thus Egypt became the center of man-
ufacture and trade in papyrus products. A great deal is known today
about the diverse uses of papyrus in antiquity, but my concern is with
its primary use as a writing material .5

In Natural History Pliny the Elder gives a valuable though not
altogether lucid account of the manufacture of papyrus for writing.
Careful studies of one passage (13.74-82), together with modern ex-
periments, have cleared up long-standing obscurities and misconcep-
tions and yielded a good understanding of the process. The papyrus
plant, a reed that grows to 2V to 5 meters, has a long, jointless, three-
sided stalk approximately the thickness of the human wrist. The stalk
was cut into sections, the husk removed, and the pith peeled into thin,
tapelike strips. It has traditionally been supposed that sections of the
stalk were peeled or sliced along the length of the stem. In this view,
these strips were then laid side by side on a hard, smooth surface, and
another layer of strips was placed over them at right angles. The two
layers were then fused by using a press to break down the cellular
structure of the fibers and release the juice of the pith, which served as
an effective adhesive.® Recent experiments have led to the alternative
suggestion that the pith was peeled in a wide strip around the section
and “unrolled” with a needle. The two wide strips thus obtained were
laid one on top of the other at right angles and compressed to form the
sheet.” Although this explanation cannot be ruled out, the first expla-
nation envisions a less delicate and time-consuming procedure, which
was probably more feasible for mass production. Whichever the actual
method, the papyrus sheet was then dried and trimmed and the surface
smoothed with pumice and polished with shell. Single sheets of papy-
rus might range from ten to twenty-nine centimeters in breadth and
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from twenty to thirty centimeters in height, but ordinarily a sheet
was twenty-five centimeters high and eighteen to twenty centimeters
wide.®

The next step of the manufacturing process was to paste the indi-
vidual sheets together to form a longer strip, which was then rolled up.
Each sheet had fibers running horizontally on one side and vertically
on the other. These sides are commonly designated by papyrologists as
recto and verso, respectively.® To form the roll, the sheets were ar-
ranged with the recto side facing up and joined together by gluing a
small overlap (one or two centimeters wide) of the right edge of each
sheet onto the left edge of the next in the series. The join thus formed
is called a kollesis, and the individual sheet thus joined a kollema.
Instead of the natural juice of the plant, a flour paste was used at this
stage. The joins were smoothly made and scarcely noticeable, so that
when the roll was inscribed the pen encountered no obstacle in mov-
ing across them. A roll of papyrus manufactured in this way could
theoretically be of any length, but it appears that the standard manu-
factured length comprised twenty sheets and ran to about 3% me-
ters.!9 The strip of glued papyrus sheets was then rolled up with the
recto, the intended writing surface, on the inside of the roll for protec-
tion. It was in the form of such a manufactured roll, known as a
chartes (Latin: charta or volumen), that papyrus was shipped, stored,
and marketed for retail sale. Rolls of any length might then be fash-
ioned by cutting or joining the manufactured units.!!

The result of this process was a serviceable writing material—
smooth, light-colored, flexible, strong, and not much inferior to mod-
em paper.!2 In explaining the eventual replacement of papyrus by
parchment for the making of books it has often been said that papyrus
was a fragile material liable to early discoloration and disintegration.
This impression, however, drawn from papyrus documents nearly two
thousand years old, is certainly mistaken. It is true that papyrus, when
exposed for long periods to dampness, becomes friable. Yet all the
evidence suggests that in its original condition papyrus was a high-
quality product, which, when preserved and used under normal cir-
Cumstances, was remarkably durable.13

Papyrus was by far the prevalent writing material during the Hel-
lenistic and early Roman imperial periods, but parchment was also
used. In some areas and for some purposes parchment was clearly
preferred to papyrus, and later, in the medieval period, it altogether
Superseded papyrus. Animal skins, from which parchment is made,
had been used from great antiquity for writing. Rolls made of skin
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were occasionally used by the Egyptians, and Persians and Jews appear
to have had a clear preference for skin.!* The term parchment is often
used to include leather and vellum as well as parchment proper, but
though all these are made from animal skins, there are important dif-
ferences between them. Because it is not tanned, parchment is thin-
ner, softer, and whiter than leather and was produced so as to allow the
hair side as well as the flesh side to be used for writing. Vellum is a
finer parchment made from the skin of calf or kid. The manufacture of
parchment seems to have begun about the third century B.c.E. Legend
falsely traced its invention to the city of Pergamum in western Asia
Minor.!s Owing perhaps to a refinement of the process or to the city’s
role as a major producer, Pergamum furnished one of the ancient
names for parchment, the Greeks calling it pergamene, the Romans
pergamena. Yet these terms are relatively late; before the fourth cen-
tury c.k. the Greeks called parchment diphthera, the Romans mem-
brana, “skin.”

The manufacture of parchment was more complex than the mak-
ing of papyrus.'¢ The flayed skin of the animal, ordinarily a calf, goat,
or sheep, was soaked in a solution of lime. The epidermis was then
carefully scraped off the outer side, and the flesh was scraped from the
inner side. After the skin was washed and set to dry on a stretcher, its
thickness was further reduced by shaving the outside and smoothing
the inside by rubbing with stone or bone. To produce high-quality
parchment, these operations had to be carried out quickly and effi-
ciently. The sheet, stretched and dried, was then smoothed, whitened
with chalk, and trimmed to the desired size. Like papyrus, the two
sides of a sheet of parchment differed: the flesh side was lighter and
smoother and thus the better side for writing (and so constitutes the
recto), though the rougher, more absorbent hair side held ink better.
Parchment could be fashioned into rolls by stitching sheets together,
usually with animal or vegetable fibers, but the joins were never as
smoothe as those in a papyrus roll and could not be written on.

Efforts to account for the eventual replacement of papyrus by
parchment as the preferred material for books have often led to com-
parisons of the merits of the two materials. The superior quality of
parchment is clear, even when misconceptions about the strength and
durability of papyrus are dispelled. Still, for mass production and
general use, papyrus was preferable because it was more plentiful than
animal skins and easier to manufacture. For the same reasons papyrus
may have been less expensive than parchment, but there is not enough
evidence to judge the relative costs of the two.l” However that may be,
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among the Greeks and Romans papyrus was for many centuries the
preferred material for the book roll, and parchment did not begin to
displace it until the fourth century C.E.

The length of a papyrus book roll {as distinct from the standard
unit of manufacture) was to some extent variable, with a mean of
seven to ten meters. Short works took less space, but the upper limit
was rarely transgressed. The maximum length was a function not of
manufacture, since rolls of any length could be constructed, but of
convenience to the reader. A roll of more than ten or eleven meters was
t0o cumbersome for the reader to handle.!8 The reader grasped the roll
in both hands, the left hand progressively rolling up what had been
read, the right unrolling what was yet to be read. The procedure is
shown in many ancient artistic depictions of readers with roll books.!?
The ordinary length came to be closely prescribed by custom. In the
Hellenistic period and later, the subdivision of extensive works of
literature into books (tomoi, libri) was determined as much by the
conventional length of the book roll as by considerations of content.
Older long works (such as those of Herodotus, Thucydides, and Ho-
mer) had divisions imposed on them, and authors of long new works
made their own divisions by taking the customary length of rolls into
account. Thus the physical unit of the roll tended to function alsoas a
literary unit.20

The papyrus roll was inscribed on one side only, the side where the
fibers ran horizontally, offering less resistance to the scribe’s pen.?!
The book was rolled up so that the text was on the inside, protected.
The first sheet of a roll (the protokollon) was not ordinarily inscribed.
Both it and the last sheet (eschatokollion) were commonly affixed—
probably by the writer or user of the book rather than by the manufac-
turer of the roll—with fibers running at a right angle to the rest of the
roll. This too was for protection, since the beginning or end of a roll,
being on the outside when the roll was closed, was especially liable to
damage. 22 The text was written left to right in columns six to nine
centimeters wide and fifteen to twenty-four centimeters high. In prose
works the columns were usually tall and narrow, sometimes with only
eight to ten letters on a line. Poetic works were inscribed to the length
of one line of hexameter verse (sixteen syllables, thirty-four to thirty-
eight characters). Like the length of a roll, the width of the columns
'3¥SO served the convenience of the reader: they were relatively narrow,
Since the roll was more easily handled if it needed to be opened only a
'1%“1@ ata time. In Greek the column of a roll was called a selis, and the
line of a column a stichos [the corresponding Latin terms were pagina
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and versus). Columns were not ordinarily numbered in literary texts,
although they often were in documentary texts. The margins between
columns and at the top and bottom of the roll were usually ample.23
Greek texts were written in scriptio continua, that is, without divi-
sions between words, without punctuation or accents, and without
paragraphing, so that each column presented a monolith of characters.
It is uncertain whether this practice was owing to the persistence of
antique (inscriptional?) practice or was devised by scribes for ease of
writing or uniformity of appearance. The Romans, who were accus-
tomed to dividing words in writing Latin, gave up that habit in literary
texts in order to conform to the Greek custom. Punctuation marks,
accents, and other lectional aids, when they did occur, are normally
found only in texts used by scholars and students.2*

In roll books the title and the name of the author typically ap-
peared not at the beginning but at the end, beneath or to the right of
the last column of the text.?s This convention may have developed
because the end of a book was the best-protected, innermost part of a
closed roll, or it may have arisen as a concession to the bad habit of not
rerolling books after reading, so that on picking up a book the end was
often the immediately accessible part. These are only guesses, how-
ever. Some rolls were also supplied with a papyrus or parchment tag
(Greek: syllabos or sittubos; Latin: titulus or index) that was glued to
the outside of the roll at a right-angle to the top margin and carried a
short title. When the roll was stored on a shelf this tag would hang
down and face outward, identifying the book.26 Such tags could easily
become detached. Sometimes the title was written on the outside of
the roll.?”

Book rolls could also be furnished with accessories. Often the
ends of the roll were attached to wooden dowels that served as rollers,
called navels (Greek: omphaloi, Latin: umbilici), and these were often
tipped with decorative knobs or “horns” (cornua).?® Sometimes rolls
had protective parchment wrappers (membrana, capsa), which might
be colorfully dyed.?® Such refinements were probably not standard but
depended on the value of the book and the taste of its owner.

The book roll is well attested in Judaism. It was the standard form
of the book in biblical times and is mentioned in many connections in
Jewish scripture. Although it is unclear whether in the preexilic period
such rolls were constructed principally of skin, papyrus, or both, by
the time of Christian beginnings Judaism had developed a strong pref-
erence for skins. Skins were prescribed for copies of the Torah and
seem to have been more commonly used than papyrus for other books
as well.30

48 THE EARLY CHRISTIAN BOOK




i'
|
|
1

THE TRANSITION FROM THE Given the ubiquity of the roll book
ROLL TO THE CODEX in the Greco-Roman and Jewish tra-

ditions, one would expect early
Christian books to have taken the same form. Remarkably, they did
not. Almost without exception, the earliest Christian books known
have the form not of the papyrus roll but of the papyrus codex, or leaf
book, which is the model of the modermn book. The evidence of this fact
has been furnished by archaeological discoveries of the twentieth
century. Time and again both systematic excavations and lucky finds
in Egypt have yielded papyrus texts ranging in date from the third
century B.C.E. to about the eighth century c.k. Some of these appear to
have been stored away, but most have been retrieved from ancient
rubbish heaps. It is not surprising that the vast majority are only
fragmentarily preserved or represent highly diverse materials. Most
are documentary texts—accounts, receipts, inventories, school exer-
cises, and the like—but there are many private letters, magical texts,
copies of Greek and Latin literary works, and Jewish and Christian
texts. The earliest of the Christian texts belong to the second cen-
tury.?! Privilege of age belongs to P 52, a small fragment of the Gospel
of John, paleographically dated to the first half of the second century.
A number of other Christian papyrus fragments are not much later:
P Egerton 2 {=Ap 14) from a codex of an apocryphal Gospel; P 4 +
P 64 + P 67 from a codex of Matthew and Luke; P 77 from a codex
of Matthew; P 66 and P 90 from codices of John; and P 32 from a codex
of Pauline epistles. All these, not to mention some Christian copies of
Jewish scripture, may be placed in the second century.

The comparative evidence is instructive. Of the remains of Greek
books that can be dated before the third century c.E., more than 98
percent are rolls, whereas in the same period the surviving Christian
books are almost all codices. Among Greek books the codex does not
show up significantly until the third century (when less than 20 per-
cent are codices), and only near the beginning of the fourth century
does the codex come to be used almost as often (48 percent) as the
10112 Christian texts from the earliest examples of the second cen-
tury, however, occur almost always as codices. Together the relevant
evidence indicates that early Christianity had an almost exclusive
Preference for the codex as the medium of its own writings and thus
departed early and widely from the established bibliographic conven-
tions of its environment.3

To appreciate how peculiar this step was one must realize that a
Codex or leaf book was not recognized in antiquity as a proper book. It
Was regarded as a mere notebook, and its associations were strictly
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private and utilitarian. The humble origin of the codex is enshrined in
its name: the Latin caudex means “a block of wood” and referred to a
wooden tablet used for writing (among the Greeks such a tablet was
called a deltos or pinax). From an early time it was customary to link
two or more of these together by passing a string or thongs through
holes along one edge, thus constructing a series of loose leaves of
wood. The proper Latin name for such a collection of wooden tablets
was codex.?* The thinly cut wood, its surfaces smoothed and whit-
ened, could be written on with pen and ink. More often the surface of
the wood was slightly hollowed and filled with wax, which was often
colored, and could be written upon with a metal stylus.3® The size and
weight of the tablets limited the number that could be conveniently
assembled and used in this way. A codex of two leaves forming a
diptych was fairly standard. Though more leaves were often used, no
known example exceeds ten leaves. The Romans distinguished be-
tween large tablets (tabellae) and smaller ones that could be held in
one hand (pugillares) and used in larger aggregates (see fig. 1). Tablets
could be reused after they were washed or smoothed and were handy
for recording ephemera of all sorts—school exercises, accounts, notes,
first-drafts, and so forth.3 Among the Romans they also had archival
uses, being inscribed with birth certificates, wills, edicts, and other
matter of. legal consequence. Nevertheless, in format and use the
codex was a long way from anything that might be regarded as a book.

This remained true when wooden tablets were replaced by sheets
of parchment or papyrus folded and fastened together. The parch-
ment or papyrus codex was lighter and easier to handle. It could
contain many more leaves, and it remained reusable although writing
on parchment and papyrus required ink, because the leaves could be
washed or rubbed down to give a clean surface.?” The earliest certain
reference to a parchment notebook was made near the end of the first
century c.E. by Quintillian (Inst. Or. 10.3.31-2), who refers to it as
membranae.3® How much earlier than that the parchment notebook
had appeared cannot be determined, but it was certainly a Roman
innovation. This is shown by a Christian text. The author of 2 Timo-
thy requests (4:13) that Timothy, when he comes, should “bring the
cloak that I left with Carpus at Troas, also the books (ta biblia), and
above all the parchments (tas membranas)” (rRsv). The Greek term
membranai, translated by the rRsv as “parchments,” is the Latin word
membranae transliterated into Greek. There was no Greek name for
the intended object. If parchment rolls had been meant, the standard
Greek designation, diphtherai, would surely have been used. The
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Latinism, membranai, has the specific sense of “parchment codex,”
and its use in this Greek-Christian document indicates that the object,
like the word, had a Roman origin.

The substitution of parchment or papyrus sheets for wooden tab-
lets did not in itself alter the status or the use of the codex: it remained
anotebook, nothing else. Eventually, however, it occurred to someone
touse it in another way, namely, as a medium of literature, and thus ag
a substitute for the roll. Who took this important step, why, or to what
immediate result, is not known. The first evidence of the development
is found in the Epigrams of the Roman poet Martial in 84 to 86 .5 3
Martial recommends that readers who wish to carry his poems on
journeys should purchase “those that parchment confines in small
pages” (Epigr. 1.2: quos artat brevibus membrana tabellis) so that they
can be held in one hand. He gives the name and location of the book-
seller from whom they can be obtained. In enumerating gift ideas for
the Saturnalia, Martial mentions various well-known authors whose
works were available in membranis or in pugillaribus membranis.
These works must have been in parchment codices. Though Martial
does not use the word codex, he emphasizes both the capacity and the
convenience of these editions, presumably in contrast to the conven-
tional roll. Martial’s comments imply that editions of literature in the
codex format were novel to Roman readers, but we have no indication
whether this innovation was actually made in Rome or how much it
caught on there.

Some evidence is at hand from Egypt about the early use there of
the codex for literature. There are remains of eighteen non-Christian
manuscripts, datable to the second century, that both are in codex
form and contain literary works.*! The number is very small in com-
parison with literary rolls of the same period (less than 2 percent of the
total] and shows the limited use of the codex. One of these codices,
however, is particularly interesting: P. Oxy. 30 contains an otherwise
unknown historical work, now usually called De bellis Macedonicis.
It is the only Latin text in the group of eighteen and one of only four on
parchment. Its chief interest lies in these facts, together with its early
date near the beginning of the second century.*? Although this is the
earliest known codex and although it carries a literary text, E. G.
‘Turner remarked that “this codex does not seem to be an experimental
type of book, and its mere existence is evidence that this book form
had a prehistory.”** The prehistory of the parchment codex is not
much illuminated by this manuscript, but an early Latin text on
parchment in Greek-speaking, papyrus-rich Egypt is arresting and
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tends to support the earlier evidence from Martial that the parchment
codex is connected with Rome.*

Another intriguing piece of Egyptian evidence is provided by P.
Petaus 30, a fragment of a private letter dating to the second century.*
It is brief enough to quote entirely: “Julius Placidus to his father
Herclanus, greeting. Dius came to us and showed us six parchment
codices (tas membranas hex). We selected none of those, but we
collated eight, for which I paid on account 100 drachmas. You will be
on the lookout in any case. . . . I hope you are well . . . by Julius
Placidus.” We get a glimpse here of the ancient counterpart of the door-
to-door bookseller. Among his offerings are parchment codices. These
were apparently inscribed with texts but were perhaps not well in-
scribed, since six were not bought. It is not clear whether the eight
others that were collated and purchased were rolls or codices (they
seem to be differentiated from the codices by being outside the total of
six).“¢ However that may be, the mere mention of parchment codices
may imply that Julius and his father had a special interest in acquiring
codices. Here the name of the letter writer, Julius, may be a further
indication of a Roman connection for the codex.

There is evidence, then, that by the late first and early second
centuries the parchment codex was beginning to be used not merely as
a notebook but as an alternative to the traditional roll, though its
literary use was limited and would remain at best sporadic and tenta-
tive until the fourth century, when it finally came into its own.Yet
there is considerably more physical evidence in the earlier period for
papyrus rather than parchment codices. This may be owing to the
Egyptian provenance of the evidence—papyrus being the favored and
more abundant material there—but the question remains whether it
was parchment or papyrus that was first employed for the codex. This
question is sharpened by the fact that the codex takes distinctive
formats depending on which material is used: the parchment codex
consistently tends toward square dimensions (breadth = height),
whereas the papyrus codex is more typically rectangular (2 x breadth
= height).*” No definite answer can be given, however, and it is possi-
ble that neither papyrus nor parchment was originally or exclusively
associated with the codex form. Both may have been used, with papy-
TUS gaining an early dominance among those who made the most use
of the codex.

Given the evidence of surviving manuscripts and the dates paleo-
graphically assigned to them, Roberts and Skeat have maintained that
those who made the earliest and most extensive use of the codex for
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literature were Christians and that in this practice Christianity swam
against the strong tide of the bibliographic tradition of antiquity. Thisg
claim has not gone unchallenged. Joseph van Haelst has countered
that the second-century dates assigned by Roberts and Skeat to
number of early Christian manuscripts—some of which they place in
the early second century—are too early and that virtually all the
earliest Christian codices belong rather to the second half of the sec-
ond century or to the beginning of the third.*® The later dates he
assigns to some manuscripts enables van Haelst to suggest that, since
we also encounter non-Christian codices at this time, the phenome-
non of the transition from roll to codex is not itself uniquely Christian
and that what distinguishes Christian usage is only the rapidity of the
changeover.*® Paleographic dating is, to be sure, an inexact business,
and the judgments of paleographers commonly differ, though usually
not widely. In the cases that are immediately relevant to the problem
of the origin of the (literary) codex there remain—even for van Haelst’s
revised dating—a good number of Christian manuscripts that may be
firmly placed in the second century and a few in the early second
century. Apart from the problem of determining the absolute number
of manuscripts that can be dated to the first half of the second century,
it cannot be gainsaid that the proportion of codices among the earliest
Christian manuscripts remains extremely high, while among non-
Christian manuscripts it remains extremely low. This suffices to show
that Christians had a stronger and more effective preference for the
codex at an earlier time than did non-Christians, which is all that
Roberts and Skeat wished to claim. Thus, the Christian use of the
codex is a genuine anomaly that needs an explanation. Why did the
codex come so early to be the favored format for Christian literature
but take much longer to gain a similar status among non-Christians?

The answer has often been sought in particular features of the
codex that are supposed to have been specially advantageous to Chris-
tians.50 It has been claimed, for example, that the codex commended
itself to Christianity for reasons of economy. Because the leaves of a
codex were inscribed on both sides, whereas the roll was written on
only one side, a codex could accommodate almost twice as much text
on the same amount of writing material. Certainly, there were savings
to be achieved in using the codex form, so far as the writing material
itself was concerned, but the cost was not halved. The codex required
more space for margins than a roll did, and whereas a roll came
virtually ready-made, there were costs associated with the construc-
tion of a codex—cutting the sheets from a roll and then stacking and
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binding them. A careful estimate of the relative costs suggests that a
codex may have been about 25 percent less expensive than a roll.5! The
appeal to economy as a peculiarly Christian motive entails the larger
assumption that Christians belonged to the lower classes of Greco-
Roman society, and that the codex, as a humbler type of book, was
more familiar to them and more affordable than the roll.52 Yet a prefer-
ence for the codex over the roll as a matter of social class cannot be
shown. For one thing, as we have seen, the assumption that Chris-
tianity was a thoroughly proletarian movement is much less plausible
than it once was.5® Further, it does not appear from early Christian
books themselves that their makers were unusually parsimonious.
Although no really early Christian texts were produced in de luxe
copies, we do not find among them such patently economical mea-
sures as cramped hands, unusually narrow margins, or a frequency of
opisthographs or palimpsests.

Alternatively, it has been suggested that convenience of use was
the primary advantage of the codex, and under this head various facets
of the codex have been highlighted as especially appealing to Chris-
tians. The codex was easier to use: unlike the roll, it could be held in
one hand, and it was not reversed in the reading so as to require
rerolling. The modern reader accustomed to the leaf book may think
this an obvious convenience, but it is not clear that the ancient reader
experienced any great frustration with the roll book.5* Besides, any
inconvenience would surely have been experienced generally, no more
by Christians than others. Yet there are still other aspects of the
convenience of the codex that are thought to have had special value for
Christians. For one, the codex was compact, less bulky than a roll of
the same text because the writing material was reduced by almost
half. Martial emphasized the value of this to people who traveled with
books, as early Christian missionaries probably did.5* Another conve-
nience was the comprehensiveness of the codex: it could compass in
one physical entity a single text long enough to have required several
rolls or several shorter texts that might normally be found in separate
rolls. This advantage, however, seems not to have been exploited at an
early time even by Christians, as all the really early Christian codices
are of modest size. Besides, the early technology of codex manufacture
Placed limits on size.5¢ Third, it has often been stressed that the
convenience of the codex to Christians consisted above all in its ease
of reference. Christians from the beginning engaged in discussions and
debates in which points were scored by citing texts from Jewish and
Christian writings. Arguments from scripture would supposedly have
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been easier to make from codices, in which it was possible to turn
quickly to individual passages and perhaps to mark pages. Yet this
view overlooks the fact that, with the exception of the possibility of
placing bookmarks between the leaves of a codex, features that might
have provided ease of reference were as rare in the codex as in the roll,
Neither had divisions of chapters or verses, and pagination was not
common in ancient codices, but when it was present it was of limited
help since in books written by hand pagination varied from copy to
copy of the same text.5” Furthermore, the appeal to convenience of
reference perhaps depends too much on modern scruples about exact
quotation that did not obtain in antiquity, as quotations by Christian
writers themselves show well enough.

In sum, although the codex had some small actual and some larger
potential advantages over the roll, these cannot explain why the codex
became the dominant form of the Christian book early on, yet required
much longer to gain currency as the medium of non-Christian litera-
ture. Consequently, it has been thought that there must have been a
material cause beyond practical considerations. In the words of C. H.
Roberts, “So striking an effect must have had a cause of comparable
weight.”>8 In particular, it has been supposed that some early Christian
document of high authority was originally issued in a codex and that
the authority of its content carried over to the kind of book in which it
was transcribed, and thus the codex was powerfully promoted as the
standard form of the Christian book.

Roberts himself initially suggested that it was the Gospel of Mark
that had this far-reaching result.>® Relying on the tradition (Papias, in
Eusebius, H.E. 3.39.15—16) that Mark had written down the reminis-
cences of Peter, Roberts supposed that Mark’s Gospel was written in a
parchment codex, the usual instrument for note taking. In support of
this idea, Roberts pointed out that the parchment codex may have had
a Roman origin (compare Quintillian and Martial) and that Mark’s
Gospel has often been associated with Rome. To explain why the
earliest surviving Christian manuscripts are papyrus codices in Egypt
he appealed to the tradition (Eusebius, H.E. 2.24) that associates Mark
the evangelist with the founding of the Alexandrian church. Thus,
according to Roberts, if the Gospel of Mark reached Egypt as a parch-
ment codex, it would have been copied there onto papyrus, while the
codex format would have been preserved because it had “a sentimental
and symbolic value as well as a practical one” and because it usefully
distinguished Christian from Jewish and pagan books.5

For all its ingenuity, this theory is liable to many objections. The
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proposition that Mark’s Gospel consists of Peter’s recollections, that it
has an original connection with Rome, and that Mark the evangelist
had a real link with Alexandria, are all tenuous notions with little or
no support in modern scholarship. So also, then, is the assumption
that the Gospel of Mark was issued in a parchment codex. Besides, the
fact that the Gospel of Mark is poorly represented among the Egyptian
papyri in comparison with other Gospels confounds the claim of its
early and authoritative use there.5!

Acknowledging the weaknesses of his original hypothesis, Rob-
erts, together with T. C. Skeat, has more recently proposed a different
theory to account for the early and unusual prevalence of the codex in
Christian circles.®? Setting the Gospel of Mark aside, Roberts and
Skeat begin by observing that in Judaism, in spite of a proscription
against committing the oral Torah to writing, there is evidence that in-
dividual halachic decisions were occasionally noted for private study
on wax tablets and possibly in papyrus codices.® Given this precedent,
they suppose that primitive Christians may have used wax tablets to
transcribe “the Oral Law as pronounced by Jesus, and that these tab-
lets might have developed into a primitive form of codex.”s* They
further suggest that when and as a collection of dominical sayings
evolved into a full-blown narrative Gospel, that Gospel may well have
been transcribed in a codex, thus perpetuating the format of earlier
materials. Since such a Gospel would have had substantial authority,
the argument goes, it could have served to establish in Christian usage
the codex form in which it was known. In this revised view, the Chris-
tian use of the papyrus codex need not be related to the parchment
codex or to Rome but could have arisen independently in a Christian
setting with a strong Jewish heritage and constituency. Antioch, they
venture, is the likely location of that Christian community.

This revised theory is less objectionable than the first only be-
cause it is less specific, but its general conjectures are still not plausi-
ble. To prove the use of papyrus codices in Judaism, Roberts and Skeat
simply misinterpret some late and sketchy notices.® Further, to draw
an analogy between the sayings of Jesus and oral Torah disregards the
great difference between them in content, form, setting, and aim.
Moreover, the idea that Jesus’ teachings were originally inscribed on
tablets, let alone papyrus codices, is completely speculative. Roberts
and Skeat acknowledge that the use of tablets for writing elements of
oral Torah did not result in any use of the codex in Judaism but counter
that whereas in Judaism the use of rolls was “rooted in tradition and
Prescribed by the Law,” Christians felt no such scruples.” Surely this
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underestimates the Jewish self-consciousness of first-century Jewish-
Christians in Palestine and Syria. In any case, it would be deeply
incongruous if Christians had felt bound by informal conventions
governing the writing of oral Torah but not by the far stronger, formal
Jewish convention of the roll book. Since the theory appeals to no
particular document, Roberts’ and Skeat’s claims about the literary
history or theological valuation of the sayings of Jesus simply hang in
the air. In short, this explanation does not work. This does not mean,
however, that a good hypothesis is not available.5®

Though the theories of Roberts and Skeat are unconvincing, the
basic assumption behind them is sound: there must have been a deci-
sive, precedent-setting development in the publication and circula-
tion of early Christian literature that rapidly established the codex in
Christian use, and it is likely that this development had to do with the
religious authority accorded to whatever Christian document(s) first
came to be known in codex form. There are good reasons to think that
this distinction belonged to an early edition of the letters of Paul.®

Roberts and Skeat tacitly assumed that nothing short of a Gospel-
type document that evoked dominical authority could have predis-
posed Christians to the codex. Yet this is neither self-evident nor
plausible. No known Gospel can be said to have attained by the early
second century a fixed and general esteem over either oral tradition or
other Gospel documents.”® The situation is completely different with
the letters of Paul. From the period of Paul’s own activity and in
accordance with his own aims, his letters were the documentary in-
struments of his apostolic teaching and authority throughout the
Pauline mission field. Not only were Paul’s letters, so far as we know,
the earliest Christian writings, they were also the earliest to be valued,
imitated, to circulate beyond their original recipients, and to be col-
lected. Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, and Polycarp of Smyrna
all attest that Paul’s letters were known and used over a broad geo-
graphic area by the end of the first and the beginning of the second
centuries.”! Paul’s letters were also the earliest Christian writings to
be considered apostolic in origin and authority and the only ones with
a clear prima facie claim to that distinction. It is not surprising,
therefore, to find that they were the first Christian writings to receive
the epithet of “scripture” (2 Pet. 3.15—-16). Hence, if it is a question
what early Christian document(s) had the religious authority and
breadth of circulation to establish the codex as the form of the Chris-
tian book by the early second century, the letters of Paul must be
considered first. Indeed, in the relevant period they have no rivals. If,
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bowever, these observations are suggestive, of themselves they prove
hothing, and more particular points must be adduced.

The origins of the collected Pauline letters are obscure. Though
theories about the agents, motives, shape, and provenance of the col-
ection are diverse, there is broad agreement that a more or less full
tollection had come into existence by the late years of the first cen-
ury.” There is no direct evidence about the content and order of the
carliest collection, but important conclusions can be reached through
) careful evaluation of later evidence.

During the second century there were two distinct editions of the
collected letters of Paul. One was the edition used by Marcion, which
consisted of ten letters of Paul arranged in the order Galatians, 1-2
orinthians, Romans, 1-2 Thessalonians, Loadiceans (=Ephesians),
Colossians, Philippians, and Philemon.” The other edition lies behind
most early Greek manuscripts, including the carliest extant manu-
script of Paul’s collected letters, P 46, which is dated about 200 c.E.
This edition offered the letters in a different order: Romans, Corin-
thians (1-2), Ephesians, Galatians, Philippians, Colossians, and Thes-
salonians (1-2). Manuscripts with this arrangement normally also
include, after the letters to churches, the “personal letters,” given in
ithe order Timothy (1-2), Titus, and Philemon, although the letters to
individuals probably did not originally belong to this edition, with the
probable exception of Philemon.”* The order of the letters in this
edition (with or without the personal letters) is one of decreasing
length, Romans being the longest and standing at the head, 1 Corin-
hians being the next longest and standing second, and so on. Both of
these editions were already current by the middle of the second cen-
tury. This is obvious for the edition of Marcion and hardly less so for
the edition attested by P 46, which certainly did not originate in Egypt
and which must have undergone development in order to include
Hebrews.

There is also evidence, though less direct, of yet a third early edi-
tion of the letters of Paul. There is an old theory, mentioned in a num-
ber of ancient Christian sources, that the apostle had written to seven
churches and that therefore, because the number seven symbolized
totality or universality, Paul had addressed the church at large.”® This
idea almost certainly rests on an actual early edition of the letters that
presented them as “letters to seven churches.” Although no seven-
churches edition has been preserved, we find its traces whenever the
letters are enumerated by decreasing length, with letters to the same
Community reckoned as one unit: Corinthians, Romans, Ephesians,
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Thessalonians, Galatians, Philippians, and Colossians (Philemon?).76
This is an order of decreasing length because the two Corinthian
letters are taken together as one length unit, and so also are the two
Thessalonian letters. If Philemon were included, it would have been
taken together with Colossians. Reckoning length in this way places
the emphasis not upon the number of letzers Paul wrote, but on the
number of churches to which he wrote. This enumeration firmly
indicates that there was once an edition of Paul’s letters that contained
ten letters presented as they are addressed: to exactly seven churches,
This edition must go back to a very early time and indeed has the best
claim to have been the most ancient edition of the Pauline letter
collection.”” Several observations serve to substantiate this.

First, an edition of Paul’s correspondence as “letters to seven
churches” is closely related to a problem that the ancient church had
with Paul’s letters, namely, their narrow particularity.”® Paul wrote to
individual Christian congregations about matters that were of imme-
diate and local interest to them. This made it difficult for other con-
gregations to appreciate the value and authority of the letters for them,
How could such letters be relevant and useful to other churches even
though they were written by an apostle? The textual tradition of Paul’s
letters preserves indications of an early, certainly first-century, effort
to overcome the problem by deleting or generalizing the addresses of
some of the letters and sometimes by omitting other locally specific
matter as well, thus mechanically conferring on Paul’s particular let-
ters the appearance of general letters.” This was not, however, a really
satisfactory solution, for the particularity of most of Paul’s letters was
too extensive to be obscured through textual emendation. An edition
that presented the letters as written to seven churches solved the
problem in another way: it demonstrated the universal value of Paul’s
letters in the form of the collection itself. Thus the problem of particu-
larity was at once embraced and overcome. An edition of this type,
then, is closely linked to a problem that arose in the first century,
when the letters first began to circulate among churches to which they
had not been addressed. This fact argues for its early date.

Second, although it is beyond my immediate purpose to argue for
a genetic relation between all three editions of the collection attested
for the second century, there is persuasive evidence of such a relation
between two of them, namely, the edition used by Marcion and the
seven-churches edition.? In the edition used by Marcion the letters
are not arranged by decreasing length, for Galatians stands at the
beginning, and Laodiceans (=Ephesians) follows the Thessalonian let-
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.rs. Nevertheless, with these exceptions, the order of Marcion’s cor-
us is governed by decreasing length if the two Corinthian letters are
ken together as one length-unit and the two Thessalonian letters as
other 81 Since the principle of decreasing length is not consistently
bllowed and has no constitutive significance for the edition used by
farcion, the presence of its clear vestiges reveals the indebtedness of
farcion’s edition to an earlier one that did adhere to this principle.
nd, since the two Corinthian letters were taken to form one length-
hit and the two Thessalonian letters to form another, the earlier
dition must have given special emphasis to the number of commu-
ities addressed by Paul and hence must have been an edition of Paul’s
tters to seven churches.8? The edition used by Marcion did not
ontain the pastoral Epistles (1-2 Timothy, Titus). With the exception
f Philemon, it consisted of community letters only, and Philemon,
trictly speaking, is not a private letter because it too is addressed to a
ommunity. It is not only possible but probable that in Marcion’s
ollection Philemon did not stand at the end as a private letter but
Jllowed Colossians and preceded Philippians, so that Colossians and
hilemon were construed as companion letters addressed to the same
pmmunity, like the Corinthian and the Thessalonian letters.* Thus
he edition used by Marcion has every appearance of being a modified
orm of an older edition, an edition shaped by the idea that Paul wrote
o precisely seven churches and in which the letters were arranged in a
equence of decreasing length.8¢ If this edition was older than Mar-
on’s time, it was early indeed and must go back to the beginning of
he second century at the latest.

Third, it is intriguing that at the end of the first century and the
eginning of the next there appeared in Christian circles two other
roups of letters addressed to seven churches: the letters at the begin-
ling of the Apocalypse (2:1-3:22) and the letters of Ignatius of Anti-
ich, The group of seven letters in the Apocalypse is a literary creation
f its author, while the group of seven letters of Ignatius is an editorial

reation of Polycarp. Neither is an imitation of the other, but if their
Ppearance in the same general area and period is not a mighty coinci-
lence, each may well reflect an early edition of the Pauline letters
resented as a collection of letters to seven churches.®

There is therefore substantial evidence that in the early second
entury (and probably earlier), there was a collection of ten Pauline
etters arranged on the principle of decreasing length and counting
ogether letters addressed to the same community, thus emphasizing
hat Paul had written to seven churches. Because of its interest in
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demonstrating Paul’s catholicity and because it seems to be presup-
posed by the edition Marcion used, this collection may be taken as the
most primitive edition of the letters of the apostle.8¢

Now I can raise the question of immediate interest: in what kind
of book was this edition of the Pauline letters published? The two
outstanding features of the primitive edition of Paul’s letters were,
first, its emphasis on the number of churches addressed by Paul, and
second, its arrangement of the letters by decreasing length. Neither
feature could have been established or sustained unless the letters
were contained in a single book. If the edition had consisted of a group
of codices or rolls, even so small a group as two, it could not have
signified Paul’s catholic relevance, for nothing would prevent the indi-
vidual codices or rolls from being taken separately and the sevenfold
disposition of the letters thus being obscured or lost. Likewise, the
order of the letters from longest to shortest would have been equally
insecure, since the individual codices or rolls could have been reor-
dered. The very nature of this edition therefore required its presenta-
tion as a physical unit, a single book. Yet was this book a codex or a
roll?

Theoretically it could have been a roll, since a papyrus roll of any
length could be constructed. As we have seen, however, a roll longer
than eleven meters was cumbersome, and most were somewhat short-
er. If the ten Pauline letters had been inscribed in a roll, what length
roll would have been required? This question is not easy to answet
because of transcriptional variables: the size of script, the height of the
upper and lower margins, the width of intercolumniations, and the
height of the roll itself would all have a bearing. Even so, it is possible
to make a reasonable estimate. Theodore C. Skeat, in trying to deter-
mine the cost differential between a roll and a codex has derived
figures that are useful for my purpose.8” Taking the oldest extensive
manuscript of the Pauline letters, P 46, as a basis, assuming the same
size script, the same number of letters to the line, and the same
number of lines to a column, he calculated an average column width of
14 centimeters. Multiplying this by the number of columns {208), and
adding 207 intercolumniations estimated at two centimeters each,
Skeat arrived at the figure of 2,806 centimeters as the length of a papy-
rus roll required for the transcription of the text of P 46. If we deduct
the space required by the text of Hebrews, which is found in P 46 but
did not belong to the primitive edition, then the seven-churches edi-
tion of Paul’s letters would have required a roll approximately twenty-
four meters (eighty feet) long, which would have been more than
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double the maximum length of Greek rolls and roughly three times
what may be regarded as a normal length. Because the length of rolls
was determined by custom and convenience, a roll of such extent is
extremely unlikely. For a book intended to be read and studied and
thus regularly handled, as an edition of Paul’s letters assuredly was, a
roll of such length is plainly inconceivable.®® If Paul’s letters were
transcribed in a single book, as the features of the earliest recoverable
edition required, that book must have been a codex, not a roll.¥

It is only in connection with a seven-churches edition of the
Pauline letters that we can find in the early history of Christian litera-
ture both the materials and a motive that might have conspired to
suggest the use of a codex rather than a roll. It is also only in connec-
tion with the letters of Paul that we can see by the early second
century an esteem for the authority of any Christian documents suffi-
cient to have promoted the codex into prominence as the appropriate
medium of Christian literature. This coming together of transcrip-
tional need and religious authority in the Pauline letter collection and
nowhere else makes it nearly certain that the codex was introduced
into Christian usage as the vehicle of a primitive edition of the corpus
Paulinum.

On this hypothesis the adoption of the codex by early Christianity
was neither circumstantial nor arbitrary, but a careful decision based
upon the advantages of the codex for the text at hand. One advantage
was its comprehensiveness, which permitted, as a roll would not, the
transcription of all the letters in a single book so that both the number
and the order of the letters could be firmly established. Another was
what is commonly called ease of reference but might better be termed
the capacity of the codex for random access, as distinct from the
sequential access offered by the roll.?° It is not easy to suppose thata
narrative like a Gospel should have first been published in a codex. A
Gospel was brief enough to be easily contained in a roll of normal
length, and as a narrative it was meant to be read from beginning to
end. For this, the codex offered no advantage over the roll. It is un-
likely, however, that a sequential reading was ever envisioned for the
Pauline letters, save individually in their original settings. As a group
they have no necessary sequence but could be and certainly were read
and studied selectively. Their availability in a codex permitted easy
access to any part of the collection. On no other hypothesis would the
unique features of the codex be so clearly an advantage as they are in
the case of an edition of Paul’s letters.”!

In arguing that it was the Gospel of Mark that was first given out
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as a codex, C. H. Roberts commented that “the circle in which [Mark]
moved in Rome—Jewish and Gentile traders, small businessmen,
freedmen or slaves—would use wax-tablets or parchment notebooks
for their accounts, their correspondence, their legal and official busi-
ness, and it would be natural that St. Mark should use the same format
for a work intended to be copied but not to be published as the ancient
world understood publication.”?? Of course, we do not in fact know
this about the author of the Gospel of Mark, whose identity and circle
are completely obscure. We do, however, know it about Paul, thanks to
recent investigations of his social circumstances and the social com-
position of the Pauline congregations.®® The codex, whether of parch-
ment or papyrus, would have been familiar to a small businessman
like Paul and to the circles in which he moved. We cannot know in
what medium his letters left his hand (or the hand of his amanuensis),
but it is conceivable that they were written in small codices.?*
However that may be, it is striking that the first mention of
parchment codices in a Greek writing occurs in a letter belonging to
the Pauline tradition: in 2 Tim. 4:13, Timothy is requested to “bring
the cloak that I left with Carpus at Troas, also the books, and above all
the parchments (kai ta biblia, malista tas membranas)” [Rsv transla-
tion]. Membranai means “parchment codex.” There are two problems
in the interpretation of the last phrase in this statement, however,
First, it is not clear whether the sense is: (a) “The books, especially the
parchments [tas membranas],” or (b) “the books, that is, the parch-
ments [tas membranas].” The former is the standard sense of the
Greek and ought to be preferred.®® Yet more important is the question
of precisely how the term membranai should be taken: Does it mean
parchment notebooks (in codex form) or codices (of texts)? The differ-
ence is not of form but of use: are the membranai regarded, according
to their traditional Roman use, as mere notebooks of memorandums,
or are they regarded, in accordance with the use of the term by Martial,
as codices containing actual texts? Here the latter is certainly to be
preferred, since, no matter how the first problem is resolved, the
membranai are classified as ta biblia, that is, as actual books. Since
2 Timothy is undoubtedly a pseudonymous composition, we must
regard this particular notice either as contrived for verisimilitude by
the author, or as an element of an authentic Pauline fragment that was
incorporated into the letter for the same purpose.® In either case the
statement reveals that within the Pauline literary and theological
tradition there was an established association between the apostle and
the codex. Whoever wrote 2 Timothy “felt that mentioning the mem:-
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branai which the author claims to have left in Troas would strike his
fellow Christians as a genuinely Pauline detail .97

To claim that the most primitive edition of the Pauline letter
collection was put out in a codex and that it was the religious author-
ity of Paul’s collected letters that set the standard for the transcription
of subsequent Christian literature in codices is not to claim that this
marked the first use of the codex in Christian circles. It is possible,
perhaps likely, that the codex was first employed in primitive Chris-
tianity for collections of texts (testimonia) from Jewish scripture.
Judging from the predominantly atomistic citation of Jewish scripture
in earliest Christianity, this would not have been a matter of producing
continuous transcriptions of Jewish scriptural books, but rather of
compiling excerpta, that is, selective proof-texts or testimonia.?® To
record such compilations in a codex would have been in keeping with
the ordinary use of the codex as a notebook. But even if this were done,
it would not have marked a decisive step toward the use of the codex
for a (continuous) literary text. Rather, that step appears to have been
taken, as I have argued, in connection with the letters of Paul.

It cannot be persuasively argued that early Christianity “in-
vented” the codex, nor that Christians were the first to use it for
something more than notes. The evidence shows only that Christians
adopted the codex in preference to the roll as a medium for literature
sooner and more decisively than their contemporaries and so pro-
moted its popularity.®® That they did so says something important
about the uses and functions of early Christian writings.

As I have noted, among the non-Christian manuscripts that can
be dated to the second century the codex is poorly represented in
comparison with the roll. It is worth seeing, nevertheless, what these
early non-Christian codices can tell us.1% Of the seventeen Greek
codices that come into consideration, eleven are literary texts, while
Six are what may appropriately be called professional manuals—gram-
matical, lexical, and medical handbooks. It may well be that several of
the literary texts in this group were working copies for educational use
and so also fall into the category of professional manuals.1?! Thus, the
early non-Christian evidence suggests an essentially utilitarian atti-
tude toward the codex even when it is employed as the medium for a
text, that is, as an actual book and not merely as a notebook. This
ought not surprise us, since the original function of the codex as
an instrument for recording ephemera was altogether practical, but
it does indicate an intermediate stage in the developing use of the
codex. We should not imagine that the codex moved directly and
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immediately from the status of a notebook to that of a book. Rather,
what began as a utilitarian notebook came to serve as a utilitarian
book, which eventually gained regard as a book proper and a genuine
peer of the roll.

It is to this intermediate phase in the evolving status of the
codex—in the late first and early second centuries—that the earliest
Christian books belong. It is misleading to suppose that the Christian
step was to employ the codex for the transcription of literature. The
Christians who made them and made use of them did not regard them
either as notebooks or as books of fine literature. Neither did they
intend a bibliographic innovation nor aim to distinguish Christian
books from pagan or Jewish books. These were, to be sure, conse-
quences of the early use Christians made of the codex, and as conse-
quences they are clear enough in retrospect. Still, the historian must
guard against the temptation to identify results with reasons, a temp-
tation to which students of the problem have been especially vulner-
able. It is more probable that the early Christians adapted a familiar,
practical medium for a new but still practical purpose. Christian texts
came to be inscribed in codices not because they enjoyed a special
status as aesthetic or cult objects, but because they were practical
books for everyday use: the handbooks, as it were, of the Christian
community.

THE CONSTRUCTION AND The practical nature of early Chris-
INSCRIPTION OF EARLY tian books is indicated not only by
CHRISTIAN BOOKS the choice of the codex but by fea-

tures of their construction and inscription as well. Judging from the
extant examples, they were books of relatively small size. Although
there is some variation, they range between twenty and twenty-five
centimeters in height and ten and fifteen centimeters in breadth.
These dimensions were typical of codices made of papyrus. They took
a rectangular shape, the height being about twice the breadth. Parch-
ment codices, however, tended to be square.'?2 The height of a papyrus
codex was limited by the height of the roll from which the sheets were
cut, while the height of a parchment codex was not. Though a papyrus
codex could be made as broad as one wished by cutting a longer sheet
from a roll, the tendency was clearly to cut the sheets more or less to
the square.

Most early papyrus codices are constructed on the single-quire
method; that is, one set of sheets is stacked, folded vertically at the
center, and stitched along (rather than immediately in| the fold to form
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one large gathering. The multiple-quire method, by which smaller sets
of sheets (as many as twelve but usually four) were stacked and folded
and the smaller gatherings then stacked and stitched together, is also
known in some early codices but is less common. Generally, it would
appear that the single-quire method, being simpler and within certain
limits perfectly functional, was the earliest method of constructing a
papyrus codex.!0 A single-quire codex has deficiencies. It is limited in
scope: no more than about fifty sheets (yielding a hundred leaves and
two hundred pages) could be conveniently used in this way. The more
sheets used, the greater the stress at the stitching along the fold, the
more the closed codex tended to spring open, and the more the central
leaves protruded at the fore edge when the codex was closed. With
fewer sheets these problems were manageable.

The earliest Christian books, then, were not capacious. The larg-
est of the Christian single-quire papyrus codices are the Chester Beatty
codex of the Pauline epistles (P 46), which originally ran to 208 pages;
and the Chester Beatty codices (IX—X| of Ezekiel, Daniel, Susanna, and
Esther, which had 236 pages; of Numbers and Deuteronomy (VI),
which had 216; and of Isaiah (VII), which had 224. Single-quire Chris-
tian codices, however, were usually smaller than these: P 47 contained
the Apocalypse in 46 pages, P 52 contained the Gospel of John in 130
pages, and P 5 had the Gospel of John in 100 pages. The multiple-quire
papyrus codex was not unknown for Christian books at an early time: P
66 (the Gospel of John), and P 4 + 64 + 67 (the Gospels of Matthew and
Luke) both come from the second century. Up to a point, there appears
to be no correlation between the manner of construction (single versus
multiple quire) and the intended scope of content: P 75 had the Gospels
of John and Luke in a single quire of 144 pages, whereas P 66 used
multiple quires to contain the Gospel of John in 156 pages. Only when
a book of much more than two hundred pages was wanted did it
become necessary to consider the advantages of multiple-quire con-
struction. Though it is not the earliest Christian codex to be made up
in multiple quires, P 45, containing the four Gospels and Acts in about
440 pages, is the earliest (third-century} one whose content could not
have been accommodated in a single quire.

The large majority of Christian codices in the earliest period
contain the text of only a single document. With the exception of the
letters of Paul, the practice of collecting discrete texts within a single
codex was limited. Normally, each document was physically a book
unto itself and not a very long one. Therefore, though multiple quires
might be used, the single quire sufficed and was the norm for the
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E. End-on view of a multiple-quire codex.

Drawings A, B, and ¢, by W. E. H. Cockle, are from E. G. Turner, The Typology of the
Early Codex [Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1977), 45.




earliest Christian books. Hence, when we envision these books we
must think of them as pamphlets, not as tomes (see fig. 2).
I have said that the papyrus roll was sometimes furnished with a
parchment sheath for protection. The codex could also be given a
cover, though of a different sort. No codex of the first three centuries
as been preserved with its cover.'9* A dearth of evidence on this point
as now been richly remedied by the discovery of the Nag Hammadi
odices, generally dated to the mid—fourth century, of which eleven
survived with their covers intact. These covers are usually made of
eather, mainly sheepskin, each cut in a single sheet of slightly larger
dimensions than the sheets of papyrus used for the codex, with the
hair side on the exterior. The leading edge of the front of the cover
extends to form a flap (triangular or rectangular) that overlaps the edge
of the back when the codex is closed, and to this extension is attached
a thong to be wrapped around the closed codex. Shorter thongs at the
top and bottom were tied for further security. The skin was stiffened
by gluing layers of discarded papyrus on the inside, folding the edges of
the skin over it, and pasting a fresh piece of papyrus over the stiffener
and folded edges. The cover was further strengthened by gluing an
additional strip of leather along the length of the spine on the inside.
Cordlike thongs extending from the spine were passed through the
papyrus sheets to secure the codex within the cover.!% These covers,
which look more like leather envelopes than modern book bindings,
may not be taken as representative of codex covers in general. Other
and less well-worked covers, sometimes consisting of wooden boards
linked at the spine with the codex glued in, were also used.!% Like
covers for rolls, covers were probably not always provided for codices,
and when they were, the type of cover probably depended on the
preferences of the owner and the value of the text.
Equally interesting for my purposes are the inscriptional features
of early Christian books. Christian or not, papyrus codices were usu-
ally inscribed in one broad column for each page. This contrasts with
the tall narrow columns in which rolls were traditionally written, and
the reason is obvious: the relatively narrow page of the papyrus codex
did not readily accommodate two columns of writing.1%7 Parchment
odices, however, with their more nearly square pages, were usually
inscribed with two columns a page. The difference in the relative
dimensions of the page between the papyrus and the parchment codex
is a necessary condition of these different methods of inscription. The
actual cause of the narrower double columns typical of parchment
codices would seem rather to lie in the conservatism of scribes, who

THE EARLY CHRISTIAN BOOK 69




whenever possible followed the conventions developed in connection
with the roll, even when they were writing in a codex. To the extent
that tall, narrow columns were regarded by scribes as the proper for-
mat of the literary roll, it is plausible that “scribes who copied on a
codex of papyrus in a single column were aware that they were writing
a second-class book.”1%8 Here we may see a correlative of the evolu-
tionary development of the codex from notebook to book. For Greek
and Latin literature the codex achieved parity with the roll only in the
fourth century, and when it did so it was principally the codex made of
parchment, which was inscribed much as rolls had been. Earlier, how-
ever, when the roll persisted as the vehicle of literature and papyrus
appears to have been the ordinary material of the codex, the method of
inscription reflected the lower status of the codex: though not a note-
book, neither was its format literary.

Inscription has to do not only with format but also with the
character of the script. Roberts commented that the varieties of an-
cient scribal hands are “easier to recognize than to define,”'® and
paleography is truly an art as much as a science. Yet the paleographer is
less concerned with the hands of individual scribes than with types of
script, and since scribes were trained professionals, the scripts they
used were largely standardized within certain periods. Only occasion-
ally is it possible to discriminate individual hands within a given type.
Within my period of study there are two fundamental types of writing,
the bookhand and the documentary hand. In extreme examples the
differences between these scripts are easily recognized, but manu-
scripts show an enormous range of gradations between the two, and an
absolute dividing line cannot be drawn. The bookhand was normally
employed, as the name indicates, for well-produced books of literary
content. It is a careful script, characterized by well-formed, separated,
and upright letters evenly maintained along the line and rarely ex-
tended above or below it. Its clarity, regularity, and impersonality
render it both beautiful and highly legible. The documentary hand, by
comparison, was for everyday purposes. More rapidly written than the
bookhand, this cursive script is characterized by simplified and less
careful letter formation, the frequent use of ligatures (strokes connect-
ing or combining letters without lifting the pen between them), and
the extension of certain letters well above or below the writing line.
Lacking the stately elegance of literary script, the documentary hand
is merely legible, neither well adapted to reading nor artistic in its
appearance. It is natural to assume that a book written in a formal
bookhand was more expensive than one written in a documentary
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hand, for the bookhand required more time and greater skill. And
indeed there is evidence that scribes were paid not merely according to
the unit of writing but also according to the quality of the script.!1?

Although early Christian manuscripts display considerable differ-
ences in the quality of their inscription, a fine bookhand is rarely
found in Christian texts before the fourth century. In earlier Christian
manuscripts we find instead a script of the “informal round” type that
has sometimes been called reformed documentary.!'! As the name
suggests, this type of hand finds its closest affinity not in literary texts
but in the documentary papyri. It is a work-a-day rather than artistic
script, yet it is “reformed” in that it shows some aspiration toward a
bookhand, particularly in its more careful letter formation and some-
what more limited use of ligatures than the ordinary documentary
hand. Other “documentary” features of early Christian manuscripts
may be seen in the habit of using letters for numerical values instead
of writing out numbers in full, as was the rule in literary works,!!2 and
in the tendency to enlarge slightly the initial letters of a page or
section or occasionally to extend them into the margin.!!% Because it
aims less at beauty than at higher legibility, this hand suggests an
interest in the content of the text that is more or less indifferent to its
- appearance. Here too, perhaps, the status of the codex in Christian use
- isrevealed in the use of a script that is practical and legible, that by no
. means approaches a calligraphic bookhand, and yet restricts the ten-
dencies toward documentary scrawl (see figs. 3 and 4).

Apart from the type of hand characteristic of early Christian
~ manuscripts, there is the question of the quality of their transcription,
- that is, the level of accuracy with which the scribes accomplished

their work. Errors of transcription are inevitable in any hand-copied
- text, given the various psychological and mechanical operations in-
volved.!14 A scribe’s inadvertent departures from his exemplar tend to
be typical: almost all scribes make the same kinds of mistakes for the
same kinds of reasons. Even in the most carefully transcribed manu-
script there will be instances of omission, addition, transposition, and,
of course, misspelling. Sometimes scribes made intentional changes
in the text as they copied, undertaking to improve the language or to
clarify the sense, assuming that they were rectifying the error of a
Previous scribe. Scribal mistakes occur as often in Christian as in
other hand-copied books, and indeed in the early period they were
- frequent. In addition to the general liability of scribes to error, early
(;hristian texts held some particular inducements, especially to inten-
tional changes. For example, the often closely parallel accounts among
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the Gospels led many a scribe to harmonize the text of one with the
text of another. Inexact quotations of Jewish scripture in Christian
texts were often conformed to the Septuagint. Some alterations were
made for theological reasons, the scribe revising elements of the text
that were doctrinally problematic.115

The study of scribal habits is important for textual criticism in its
effort to determine the original text of documents.’6 It also sheds light
on the nature of early Christian book production in which the scribe
was an important agent and, in the earliest period, usually the only
one. There is among early Christian manuscripts an enormous variety
in the quality of transcription, and in part this reflects the diverse
capacities and habits of individual scribes. It is one question how well-
trained a scribe was, but another how he applied himself to his task.
Some scribes of Christian manuscripts were scrupulous and copied
their models faithfully. Others, though they may have been capable of
good work, indulged a carelessness that suggests they were not profes-
sionally engaged or else did not consider themselves to be writing a
high-quality book.!'” The number of corruptions in the earliest manu-
scripts indicates that during the first several centuries these texts were
widely circulated and frequently copied and that Christian books were
not reproduced under highly controlled conditions. This conclusion is
borne out by the fact that the great majority of textual variants in
those documents that were ultimately included in the New Testament
appear to have arisen by about 200 c.k. The relatively free transmis-
sion of early Christian texts, which resulted in a proliferation of indi-
vidual variants and diverse textual traditions, may indicate a greater
interest in making these texts available than in the strict accuracy of
their transcription.

There are, however, some interesting and important inscriptional
peculiarities that belong to Christian manuscripts. In his meticulous
examination of early codices, both Christian and non-Christian, E. G.
Turner discerned a tendency in early Christian manuscripts for the
scribe to write fewer lines to the page and fewer letters to the line than
was usual. Turner thought this was not accidental, but aimed to facili-
tate the public reading of Christian texts before the development of
large format codices in the fourth century.!'® The relative frequency
with which accents, punctuation, and breathing marks occur in Chris-
tian manuscripts, compared with the larger run of ancient literary
texts, corroborates a special iriterest in public reading.!!?

A more noticeable and extremely widespread peculiarity in the
inscription of early Christian books is the phenomenon of the nomina
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sacra, the scribal convention of contracting the written form of a
number of words, most but not all of them names, which have particu-
lar religious significance.!?® The terms were contracted in various
ways: by writing only the first and last letters, or the first two and the
last, or the first and last two, or the first and last syllables. A horizontal
line was always drawn over these letters to indicate that a contraction
had been made and that the word could not be pronounced as written.
Fifteen terms were commonly subject to this practice in early Chris-
tian manuscripts, and these can be subdivided into three groups ac-
cording to the frequency of their contraction: God, Jesus, Christ, Lord;
Spirit, Man, Cross; Father, Son, Savior, Mother, Heaven, Israel, David,
Jerusalem. Only the four in the first group were consistently con-
tracted. The remaining terms were less frequently treated as nomina
sacra, but those of the second group were nevertheless common.

No early Christian writer alludes to this transcriptional practice,
and we can only conjecture its origin and purpose. It is found in the
majority of manuscripts and appears fully developed in the earliest
manuscripts available.'?! The earliest evidence of it, however, is not
paleographic. The author of the Epistle of Barnabas, writing near the
beginning of the second century, was acquainted with the system of
nomina sacra. He discovers (9.8) in the number of Abraham’s compan-
ions, 318 (Gen. 14:14), a prefiguration both of the cross and of Jesus.
This may well presuppose that in his Greek manuscript of Genesis the
number 318 was not written out in full (triakosious deka kai okto) but
was represented by Greek letters used as numbers: tau, iota and eta.
The tau (=300), he took as a symbol of the cross, and the iota + eta
(=18) as a suspended (rather than contracted) form of the name Jesus.
Hence the author knew at least the convention of treating the name
Jesus as a nomen sacrum.

No theory of the origin and significance of the system of nomina
sacra has yet commanded general assent. There is broad agreement
that it has something to do with Jewish reverence for the Tetragram,
the name of God, but it has proved difficult to say exactly what.
Among Jews the piety that forbade pronunciation of the divine name
did not necessarily extend to the way the name was written, but it did
in some cases. In writing Hebrew biblical texts, Jewish scribes usually
wrote the name in the normal way, though it was the custom when
reading the texts to pronounce a surrogate, ordinarily adoni, “the
Lord,” instead of the Tetragram. This eventually gave rise to the prac-
tice in vocalized Masoretic manuscripts of the eighth century c.k. and
later of attaching the vowels of adoni to the consonants of the Tetra-
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gram.'?? In the earlier tradition of the strictly consonantal transcrip-
tion of Hebrew, however, there are numerous manuscripts in which
the name is transcribed in diverse but conspicuous ways, clearly show-
ing that reverence for the divine name had consequences in scribal
usages as well as in pronunciation.'*

Most directly relevant to the issue of the Christian nomina sacra
is the way the divine name was treated in Greek manuscripts of Jewish
scripture. Judging from the few identifiably Jewish manuscripts of the
Septuagint that survive, it appears to have been customary to write
the divine name in Hebrew or Aramaic characters, even in the midst of
the Greek text (or, infrequently, to transliterate it with the Greek let-
ters IAO).12¢ Here, then, the sanctity of the name had transcriptional
consequences. It was, of course, the Greek version of the Jewish scrip-
tures that was the Bible of the early church. Within the increasingly
and soon almost exclusively Gentile, Greek-speaking constituency of
Christianity, texts rendering the divine name in Hebrew characters
were anomalous at best and meaningless at worst. So it is not surpris-
ing that early Christian copies of Jewish scripture did not follow the
Jewish transcriptional practice but rendered the Tetragram with the
Greek words theos and kyrios, yet in the contracted forms ths and ks.
This is peculiar, if only because neither Jews nor Christians would
have attached to the Greek words theos or kyrios the special reverence
belonging to the Tetragram, and much less would they have had scru-
ples about pronouncing these words. Hence, the special way of writing
these terms is perplexing.

An elaborate explanation of the nomina sacra has been offered by
Roberts. To account for its early and widespread occurrence, he sug-
gested that it must have originated early in the apostolic period (before
70 c.k.) and was probably devised by the primitive Jewish Christian
community in Jerusalem. This community, he argued, embraced a
mystical “theology of the Name,” a theology, he claimed, that lay
behind and was implicit in the scribal convention of transcribing
certain terms in contracted form.!2s For all its ingenuity, this explana-
tion is unconvincing. We know little about the theology of primitive
Jerusalemite Christianity, and the evidence that it took a strong inter-
est in the divine name is extremely slim. Moreover, by reaching so far
back to find a sufficiently authoritative source for the nomina sacra,
Roberts put himself in the awkward position of claiming thata scribal
convention known only in Greek manuscripts was established in and
by an Aramaic-speaking community, and this in a period before the
composition of any known Christian literature.
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Simpler explanations are available. Schuyler Brown has argued
that it is a mistake to correlate the Christian nomina sacra and the
Jewish reverence for the divine name too closely and that the Chris-
tian phenomenon is strictly scribal and has nothing to do with pro-
nunciation. He thinks that when Christian scribes copying manu-
scripts of the Greek version of Jewish scriptures came across the divine
name in Hebrew, they substituted the Greek equivalent, kyrios, but
retained the function of the Hebrew term to distinguish the sacred
name from the rest of the text. They did so by writing kyrios in a
contracted form and drawing a line above it. In doing so, Brown urges,
they were merely calling into service a documentary technique of
secular scribes who sometimes contracted names and titles.!26 Subse-
quently, because in early Christianity kyrios was used of both God and
Jesus, the practice of contraction was extended in both directions, to
theos on the one hand and to Iesous and Christos on the other. The
problem with this explanation is that the evidence is poor for contrac-
tions (as distinct from abbreviations) in secular documents, and there
is none for the use of a superscriptive stroke. Yet there is no reason
why the Christian method of writing divine names should have had an
exact religious or secular analogue. The ability to set off the divine
name in Christian manuscripts of Septuagintal texts, not by continu-
ing to write it in Hebrew as Jews did but in some other way, must have
occurred early to Greek-speaking Christian scribes copying Jewish
manuscripts. The contracted forms of theos and kyrios probably de-
rive, as G. Howard supposes, from Gentile Christians who, lacking the
support of the Jewish tradition for retaining the Tetragram in (Greek)
Christian copies of Jewish texts, adopted instead clearly designated
contractions of Greek equivalents “out of deference to the Jewish
Christians, to mark the sacredness of the divine name which stood
behind these surrogates.”1” The principle, used at first with respect to
texts of Jewish scripture, would have been extended under christologi-
cal warrants to the further names, Jesus and Christ, in Christian
documents. The still broader application of the practice to various
other terms may have followed once the original significance of the
first contractions had been lost.

Although the origin and meaning of the nomina sacra may never
be fully explained, the mere fact of them is instructive for my purpose.
Abbreviations (as distinct from contractions) were common in secular
documentary texts but rare in well-written literary texts. In literary
texts they occur only in working copies, objects of study. The use
of nomina sacra may therefore be another pointer to the practical
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character of Christian texts. Further, the occurrence of this conven-
tion in Christian manuscripts is a clear indication that the transcrip-
tion of early Christian books was not farmed out to the professional
book trade but was done in-house by Christians themselves.!?8 Again,
early Christian books were not written to a high professional standard.
Christian communities, except perhaps the smallest and most provin-
cial, included persons who were competent to transcribe books, and
only a few Christian manuscripts before the fourth century show a
hand that approaches the professional bookhand. In addition to the rel-
atively few educated members of a congregation, there may also have
been some slaves trained for scribal tasks or professional scribes expe-
rienced especially in documentary work.!?® But even small-business-
persons accustomed to dealing with records would have been able to
write a clear, practical hand. The system of nomina sacra, though not
an esoteric code, stands out as an in-group convention that expressed a
community consciousness and presumed a particular readership.

In all, the inscription of early Christian books reflects the setting
in which they were prepared and the purposes for which they were in-
tended. They were neither private texts nor products of the trade, but
books produced by and for the use of small Christian communities. Just
as there is little to indicate that Christians had an aesthetic regard for
their literature, neither do they seem to have had a cultic attitude
toward their books, and in this the contrast with Judaism is note-
worthy. Judging from rabbinic literature, Judaism followed strict pro-
cedures in the reproduction of the text of Torah. It was not permitted to
transcribe Torah from dictation, but only by visual copying. Before the
destruction of the Temple in 70 c.E. official copies had to be derived if
not directly, then at least ultimately from an exemplar preserved in the
Temple, and a high standard of scribal accuracy was required. There
were detailed rules governing the type of material and the type of script
that could be used.13¢ Although there may be in such prescriptions an
admixture of idealism, it cannot be doubted that in Judaism the con-
struction and inscription of scriptural books were closely regulated en-
terprises rooted in deep reverence for the texts. In the case of early
Christian books the situation is much different. There is a level of con-
tingency in the transcription of scriptural texts that cannot be recon-
ciled with the rigorous stipulations governing the production of Jewish
scriptural books. Too much should not be made of this, however,
because the regulations governing the transcription of the Hebrew text
did not apply to the production of Septuagintal texts, and it was with
these texts, used in hellenistic synagogues, that Christians were ac-
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quainted. Comparing Greek texts with Greek texts, the differences be-
tween Jewish and Christian copies of scripture are less apparent but
still noticeable. When one compares copies of Septuagintal texts it is
not always easy to distinguish the Jewish from the Christian, but on the
whole Jewish manuscripts are better written. The transcription is more
accurate, and the script is superior: Jewish manuscripts usually display
an even, formal script with tendencies not only toward a bookhand but
toward a somewhat decorated style with footed and serified letters.13!

It was not until the fourth century that Christian books began to
be produced to a professional and literary bibliographic standard. This
was in part because of the increasing popularity of the codex for non-
Christian literary texts, which reduced the disparity of format, but
more significantly it was the result of the establishment of Chris-
tianity as the religion of the empire. Obviously, this conferred a higher
status and value on Christian texts than they had ever enjoyed before.
It did not constitute them as literary, but it brought them fully into the
public domain and put professional resources within easier reach. The
new situation is illustrated in a letter that the emperor Constantine
wrote to Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea, in 332, commissioning the
production of new manuscripts of scripture:

Victor Constantius Maximus Augustus, to Eusebius: In that city
which bears my name, by the assistance of God our Savior’s
providence, a vast multitude of men have joined themselves to
the most holy Church. Whereas, then, all things there receive a
very great increase, it seems quite necessary that there should be
more churches erected in that city. Therefore do you most will-
ingly accept what I have determined to do. For it seemed fit to
signify to your prudence that you should order fifty copies of the
divine scriptures, the provision and use of which you know to be
chiefly necessary for the instruction of the Church, to be written
on well-prepared parchment by copyists most skillful in the art of
accurate and beautiful writing, which [copies] must be very legi-
ble and easily portable in order that they may be used. Moreover,
letters have been dispatched to the chief financial officer of the
diocese giving instructions that he should take care to provide
everything necessary in order that the said copies might be com-
pleted. This, then, shall be your responsibility, to see that the
written copies be provided forthwith.'3?

Constantine obviously wanted books of first quality, professionally
Produced, and in no way inferior to the finest volumes of non-Chris-
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tian literature, and he knew and furnished the resources of money and
talent to get them.

It has sometimes been thought that the great biblical codices of
the fourth century, Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, are surviving products of
Constantine’s requisition.'?3 This is unlikely for several reasons. Con-
stantine wanted the books to be produced quickly and to be easily
portable, but neither could be expected if the books in question were
whole Bibles. In any case, whole Bibles (pandects), including both
the Christian Old Testament and the New Testament, were rare in the
early centuries of the church. Indeed, there are no examples from the
pre-Constantinian period of manuscripts containing even a complete
New Testament, whose scope was still indeterminate. It is far more
probable that the codices produced in the Caesarean scriptorium con-
tained only the four Gospels rather than the whole New Testament or
the entire Christian Bible.!?* Nevertheless, in the quality of their
construction and inscription, if not in their scope, the codices Sin-
aiticus and Vaticanus at least suggest the kinds of books that Chris-
tianity began to produce and use in the fourth century: large codices
inscribed on high-grade parchment in careful literary hands by accom-
plished scribes, laid out in three (Vaticanus) or four (Sinaiticus) narrow
columns to the page, reminiscent of the manner in which literary rolls
had been written. Never before had Christian books been so fine. A
barrier was broken, though subsequent Christian manuscripts, even of
the scriptures, did not usually measure up to this high standard.

Although the codex was early and strongly favored as the format
of Christian literature, there are indications that not all early Chris-
tian texts were inscribed in codices. The author of the Apocalypse,
who often speaks of books, describes in his first vision a heavenly book
held in the right hand of the one who sits on the throne. The book is
“written on the inside and sealed on the outside with seven seals” (5:1,
gegrammenon esothen kai opisthen katesphragismenon sphragisin
hepta) and thus is undoubtedly a roll book, though of a particular sort
called a diploma.'*® A heavenly book in roll form is, of course, a
conventional element of apocalyptic visions and as such need not be
taken to reflect actual early Christian practice.!?¢ Certainly a spe-
cialized roll of this sort is not evidence of general Christian use. There
are, to be sure, some extant pre-Constantinian Christian manuscripts
that are rolls, but they are a small minority among Christian manu-
scripts of the period.’3” The existence of a late second-century roll of
Irenaeus’s Against Heresies (P. Oxy. 405) could suggest that works of
scholarship, as distinct from scriptural texts, persisted for a while in
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roll form in Christian scholastic circles. In the Acts of Peter, composed

in the late second century, there is an allusion (20} to Peter’s rolling up
a Gospel book. If this is not just an idiomatic reflex, it may imply that
at least sometimes a scriptural book was in roll form. In the same
period the Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs mentions a Christian who had
“hooks and epistles of Paul” (12) in a capsa, which was normally a
‘container for rolls.!?® Also, in some early Christian art we see figures
depicted with rolls rather than codices,® but little can be made of this
since ancient artists kept closely to traditional conventions. But if not
every early Christian text was written in a codex, it would not con-
travene the evidence of the papyri that the codex was the heavily
preferred form of the early Christian book well in advance of its broad
%tdoption outside Christianity.

When in the late third and early fourth centuries the codex gained
parity with the roll as the vehicle of Greek and Latin literature, even-
tually to displace the roll altogether, it was no doubt because the prac-
tical advantages of the codex had become widely recognized. The basis
of this recognition must have been Christian use. Although the strong
Christian preference for the codex was by then long-standing, it was
only in the late third century, and still more powerfully in the fourth,
that Christianity began to exert its influence within the mainstream
of public life. Not least was this influence felt by well-educated users
of books, a minority among whom Christians were increasingly nu-
merous.’* Such influence presupposes the wide currency of Christian
books. The question of how Christian books attained their currency
will be my concern in the following chapter.
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