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Monika Amsler
Introduction: Knowledge Construction in
Late Antiquity

Social studies of the sciences have long analyzed and exposed the constructed
nature of knowledge. Pioneering studies of research in laboratories conducted by
eminent scholars such as Karin Knorr Cetina, Bruno Latour, and Steve Woolgar
have identified many factors that affect the processes by which scientific results
are generated and interpreted.! The factors they found dictating what knowledge
is being produced, and how, were money, training and curriculum, location and
infrastructure, biography-based knowledge and talent, and coincidence.

The method adopted by these groundbreaking studies has since led to the
establishment of the “sociology of science.”” In subsequent years, the field has
left the realm of the laboratory to analyze all kinds of spaces in which forms of
knowledge are being produced. Yet, unintentionally, the focus shifted from the
interactions between nonhuman and human actors, which was a central part of
Knorr Cetina’s, and Latour and Woolgar’s, study of knowledge construction in
the laboratory, to an almost exclusive focus on human agency. This led to criti-
cism by said founding scholars, which in turn led to the development of “practice
theories” that place a distinct focus on the role played by nonhuman factors in
the construction of knowledge.? Ultimately, this renewed focus on the object led
to a material turn in the humanities, which came to be interested in material cul-
ture. As the compound terminology suggests, material culture still focuses pre-
dominantly on human culture, yet it does so by positing a distinct relationship
between (social) culture and material.* Among other things, this interest moved
archaeology out of the shadow of text and accorded the field a standing in its own
right. Nowadays, however, the term “materiality” is preferred over “cultural stud-
ies,” in an attempt to “move away from the idea of a separation between material
and cultural domains, and to accommodate the material form of things.”

We find a good example of materiality thinking in Latour’s discussion of the
Berliner Schliissel, the Berlin key. Latour depicts this special key as a disciplinar-
ian, since it can only be retrieved by the resident of an apartment building after

1 See Latour/Woolgar 1979; Knorr Cetina 1981.

2 See Knorr Cetina/Mulkay 1983.

3 E.g., Knorr Cetina et al. 2001; Latour 1999; 2007.
4 Hicks 2010, 26.

5 Hicks 2010, 74.

@ Open Access. © 2023 Monika Amsler, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111010311-001



2 —— Monika Amsler

he has locked the door.® As a result, the key forces residents to lock the house and
imposes a precaution against burglaries. By way of mass production, the key, alt-
hough the product of human invention, skill, and ethics, emancipates and, seem-
ingly independently, begins to interfere in and shape the local community. Jen-
nifer Knust has applied these insights to a type of materiality that is somewhat
closer to the topic of knowledge construction in late antiquity than is the Berlin
key: New Testament manuscripts.” As she points out, the mix and match of works
transmitted (or not) in single manuscripts shaped the cognitive resources of indi-
viduals and communities. Similarly, the system of rows for numeric cross-refer-
encing that Eusebius adapted for the Gospels has, as a cognitive tool, shaped the
reading of these four separate books as a coherent canon.® Knowledge construc-
tion and knowledge practice, these studies have shown, cannot be separated
from the material with which (or, more precisely, in which) knowledge is con-
ceived and transmitted.

The sheer idea to investigate what factors constructed knowledge in a labor-
atory, rather than just to assume that laboratories produced some sort of inde-
pendent and pure knowledge, resulted from the linguistic turn in the Humanities
that unearthed the social constructedness of what it means to “know.” The lin-
guistic turn ultimately also paved the way for critical theories and New Histori-
cism, which, together with the material turn, merged in theories of thingness that
draw from “social theories of emotion and affect.” These theoretical momenta
have shaped the historiography of late antiquity, which, as a conceptual chrono-
logical framework, is equally recent and has generated research foci such as
“knowledge production” or “objects of knowledge.”*

Somewhat parallel to these developments, epistemology has become another
field of research in the study of late antiquity. Multiple monographs, collected
volumes, and essays have been devoted to topics such as, for example, the social
and political impact of the Roman Empire on the formation of knowledge, its or-
der, and its encyclopedic expansion."” Other issues that have been addressed con-

cern knowledge building and transmission in terms of “finding,” “inheriting,” or

6 Latour 1991.

7 Knust 2017.

8 See Crawford 2019, 96—-121; Coogan, this volume.

9 Kotrosits 2020, 3. As she further points out, these theories themselves “emerged out of a kind
of frustration or weariness with the linguistic turn, of which these same fields were prime prop-
agators” (3).

10 On the history of the concept of late antiquity, see Martin 2005.

11 E.g., Formisano 2013; Konig/Whitmarsh 2007; Lehmhaus 2015.
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“borrowing”;" structures and strategies of knowledge;"” applicability;" the devel-
opment or attribution of authority by way of knowledge production;” sociological
aspects of knowledge;™ the practical negotiation of knowledge as “knowing”;”
and the cross-fertilization of knowledge.”® In his monograph What Did the Ro-
mans Know?, Daryn Lehoux engages with implicit taxonomies that regulate cred-
ibility and incredibility (i.e., Why did the ancients believe that garlic was mag-
netic?), and Michael Chin has worked on the symmetry between grammar,
education, and the cosmic order.” Obviously, an unprecedented array of research
has been devoted to questions of how knowledge was gathered, weighted, pro-
duced, consumed, and distributed.

With a knowledge construction framework, the present volume offers ways
of thinking about knowledge that combine insights from material culture and ma-
teriality studies with those gained from studies of late-antique epistemology.
Knowledge will be presented as attached to and transmitted by objects. But
knowledge construction goes even a bit further in that it encompasses the specific
task of “knowledge production,” the haptic “knowledge manufacture,” and the
social factors that regulate and weigh forms of knowledge.”® Indeed, benefiting
from the momentum of these issues and theories in the study of late antiquity in
recent years, scholars are now able to ask questions about issues including the
use of material, economic aspects of availability and access to material, the social
incentives for writing, the author’s or artist’s education, as well as the time,
space, and budget that allowed or impeded the production of a certain type of
knowledge. All these aspects are prerequisites for the construction of knowledge.
They shape a text or another epistemological object not regarding content and
genre but also regarding its morphological appearance. Like epistemological fac-
tors, material factors can limit or promote the development of knowledge,

12 E.g., Althoff et al. 2019.

13 E.g., Doody et al. 2012; for a bibliographical essay on technical and science literature in
Greco-Roman antiquity, see Taub 2017, 149-156.

14 E.g., Formisano/van der Eijk 2017.

15 E.g., Berkovitz/Letteney 2018; K6nig/Woolf 2017; Taub/Doody 2009.

16 E.g., Wissa 2017.

17 E.g., Chin/Vidas 2015.

18 E.g., Burnett/Mantas-Espana 2014.

19 See Lehoux 2012; Chin 2008; 2015; and Stefaniw 2018.

20 On knowledge production, see Stefaniw 2018; on knowledge manufacture, see, e.g.,
Lundhaug/Lied 2017. They succinctly address the challenges that rise from negotiating tem-
plates of redaction criticism as they evolved around texts with ongoing religious reception his-
tories and the actual manufacture of texts.
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sometimes also urging creative solutions due to constraint. Coincidence and
chance play an indeterminable role in this and point to the importance of the
consideration of contingent factors in knowledge construction, such as imagina-
tion, projection, misconception, and error, any or all of which may ultimately
serve as the basis for innovation.

As this overview has shown, knowledge remains associated with the study of
a given text as the intellectual output identified as knowledge. Only a few studies
have started to make the transmitting object the center of attention, and not nec-
essarily with respect to how these media help expand, shape, and confine
knowledge.” The work of Andrew Riggsby, Matthew Crawford, and Jeremiah
Coogan has broken ground in that regard by looking at cognitive tools that help
bundle disparate data. Riggsby has addressed decisive tools in the construction
of knowledge, such as lists, tables, maps, and weights and measures.” Crawford
has shown how Eusebius’s use of tables to organize literary works has impacted
a whole religious tradition.”? Coogan has drawn attention to the innovative and
versatile character of certain seemingly simple paratextual features such as the
table of contents, the recipe book, or simply the row as it appears in documents
or tables.* Much work remains to be done in this regard, and many cognitive
tools still need to be recognized as such. The focus could still be expanded, for
example, to view the materiality of texts itself as epistemic objects rather than
reduce them to mere transmitters of knowledge, and to ask about the disciplinary
function (remember the Berlin key!) of basic writing materials such as tablets,
scraps, styluses and their contribution to the very particular structure of late-
antique knowledge.

Indeed, the field seems to move gradually in a direction in which questions
become of interest that probably seemed too basic to prior scholars. How, for ex-
ample, did the habit of writing primarily on wooden tablets, pottery shards (os-
traca), or papyrus scraps shape the texts to which we can often access only
through much later, polished manuscripts? Can the original shapes of the physi-
cal material involved in a text’s composition still be detected? How did the mea-
ger space on such limiting writing surfaces allow for the production of late antig-
uity’s bulky volumes?® Indeed, thinking about knowledge construction in the

21 E.g., Kotrosits 2020; Miller 2009.

22 Riggsby 2019.

23 Crawford 2019.

24 See Coogan 2021a; 2021b; and this volume.

25 Questions regarding a material surface’s influence on a given text’s reception have received
more consideration; see Kehnel/Panagiotopoulos 2015.
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case of bulky volumes means moving beyond contending simply with the fact
that the material was collected and arranged. It would imply asking how people
collected literary excerpts or information, where and how they acquired the skills
to collect them, how they stored and managed their data, and what systems they
had implemented for data retrieval. How did the arrangement proceed? How was
it planned? Who arranged the material, and who sponsored all this labor? Who
was interested in a bulky volume, and was it actually read? How and where did
people learn to write or compile books? The answers to these questions must be
inferred from material finds and the texts themselves — unfortunately, there is
no ancient account that moves beyond collecting and arranging.” Drafts, so val-
uable for this particular purpose, did not survive: the material surfaces of drafts
were reused or left to perish because they no longer mattered next to the fair copy.

1 What Makes Knowledge: Data and Information

Knowledge construction obviously has to do with processes of collecting, sorting,
arranging, and ultimately using, whether we can describe these processes or not,
and whether they are mechanized or not. What is being collected has come to be
referred to as “data” in the past century. Data can then be arranged into infor-
mation, which is then used as knowledge. Knowledge, again, combined with ex-
perience, will lead to wisdom. This process has been transferred into a hierarchy,
the hierarchy of knowledge. Generally depicted in the form of a triangle, the hi-
erarchy suggests a succession of data, information, knowledge, and wisdom,
with data being placed at the large bottom of the triangle and wisdom at the nar-
row top.” There is much to be learned about how we are trained to think about
knowledge production through this graphic hierarchization: It assumes a large
quantity of data against a much smaller amount of wisdom and an increasing
contraction of data through processes of generating information, knowledge,
and, finally, wisdom. Alas, the pyramid ultimately devalorizes data and data col-
lection and its arrangement into information. These processes may indeed seem
to be less labor-intensive when aided by contemporary computer technology, but
they were time-consuming and effortful in antiquity and required a lot of
knowledge, wisdom even, to do so.

26 See the summary in Blair 2010, 14-24; Dorandi 2007 (2017).
27 E.g., https://www.ontotext.com/knowledgehub/fundamentals/dikw-pyramid/, accessed 18
August 2021.
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Although we need not agree with this visual translation of data processing,
it helps raise questions about how people in late antiquity hierarchized stages of
knowledge construction. As has already been mentioned, drafts were not much
appreciated in late antiquity and thus were reused, washed off, or simply left to
disintegrate. It appears that an aesthetic and material hierarchy regarding the
process of text production was in play. Certain texts were associated with a par-
ticular format, like the Torah with a scroll, for instance.? If so, what was the sta-
tus of tablets, ostraca, even rotuli that contained only an excerpt of a text or a text
in its preliminary stages? Were these artifacts and texts considered to be proper
writings or of a different quality, maybe even “oral”? Thinking along ways of
knowledge hierarchization may further point to imbalances where the historian
sees knowledge or wisdom in places where the ancients saw data or information,
and vice versa.

Current definitions and demarcations of data, information, and knowledge
vary. Wisdom is defined as a form of knowledge that is unteachable, or at least
unmanageable by information systems, since it consists of personal experience
and skill rather than just data and information. Therefore, wisdom is often omit-
ted from the discussions of knowledge hierarchies, and I similarly will exclude it
here. Indeed, the more recent the definitions of the components of the pyramid
are, the more they are marked by electronic computations, which focus predom-
inantly and, in light of the hierarchy, somewhat paradoxically on the complex
potential of data.” Simpler and somewhat older definitions may therefore be
more useful for historical purposes. In these discussions, data can be anything
between signs and “elementary descriptions of things, events, activities, and
transactions.” Information is defined as organized data that is supposed to con-
vey some overriding meaning. Knowledge, in turn, is said to consist of data and
information, that is, accumulated learning, which, together with experience, can
be applied to make decisions, identify and solve problems.” In terms of
knowledge construction, these demarcations can be used fruitfully in thinking
about a text’s formation and purpose. Was the text meant to provide information,
or was it a collection of data? How do the choices made in turning data into infor-
mation reflect prior knowledge and strategies of data processing qua education?

28 See Picus, this volume.

29 See Braf 2002, 75.

30 Braf 2002, 74.

31 See Braf 2002, 74. I picked what seemed to be the most useful definitions for the present
purpose from her summary of (often overlapping) definitions by prior scholars.



Introduction: Knowledge Construction in Late Antiquity =—— 7

I would like to illustrate how these demarcations could be used with a brief
example from the Babylonian Talmud’s tractate Shabbat. The work, which dates
to the fifth or sixth century CE, is a compilation of earlier traditions, like most, if
not all, late-antique works of this size.” The scholarly consensus tends to attrib-
ute the formation of this work to oral transmission, although the use of tablets
and other writing material as occasional tools for knowledge preservation has
been acknowledged.” The section I would like to discuss in terms of data, infor-
mation, and knowledge falls, at least to some extent, outside of this discussion
because it is one of the rare instances in which the use of a written document is
explicitly mentioned.

According to the text itself, then, what is discussed is an astrological hem-
erology “found in Joshua b. Levi’s notebook” (Aramaic pinkas from Greek pinax).
Itis a homogenous list that first discusses the influence of the stellar constellation
on a person born on a certain day of the week before turning to the hours of the
day. As it appears now in the Talmud, however, it seems that the list has been
tampered with for the sake of turning its data into information: the hemerology
is periodically interrupted by quotations. These interferences in the list show that
someone considered the information provided by the list as mere data that
needed reconfiguration. The list, which in itself is already data turned into infor-
mation, is brought into conversation with information derived from personal ex-
perience, weaving both together into knowledge that would serve future deci-
sion-making on an even more complex basis than the list itself attempted to do.
In the following annotated extract from this passage, the original list is rendered
in italics, insertions are in Roman, and the compilers’ comments are underlined.

Behold, one who [is born] on the first [day] of the week, will be a man without one [thing] in him.
What is “without one thing in him”? [What] if one would say “without one virtue”?

But Rav Ashi said: “I was [born] on [the] first day of the week! Rather, [the text should read]
‘but without one evil [thing in him]!"”

But Rav Ashi said: “I and Dimi bar Kakuzta were [both born] on the first [day] of the week. I
am a king, [yet] he is the head of thieves! Rather [it means that the person will be] entirely
good or entirely evil.”

32 The date is debated, some scholars placing the closing date of the work into the first half of
the eighth century CE. Notwithstanding minor changes, which are unavoidable in a manual cop-
ying and transmission process, I believe that the work was finished during the period indicated
above and in a much more concise process than assumed up until now (see my forthcoming
monograph).

33 See Jaffee 2001, 128-140.
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One who is born on the second day of the week will be a quarrelsome man. What is the reason?
Because the waters were divided on it [the second day].

One who is born on the third day of the week will be a rich man; he will [also] be a fornicating
[man]. What is the reason? Because the plants were created on the [third] day ... (b. Shabb.
156a)*

If the hemerology and the quotations are both considered data, then the infor-
mation they each transmit on their own is that who one will become depends on
which day of the week one was born. Together, however, they teach that how the
lot has to be interpreted depends on additional data such as personal experience
and observation. By turning data into information that appeals to the learners’
better judgement, knowledge is generated. Additionally, both sets of data, hem-
erology and quotations, are now arranged in a way that teaches the skill of argu-
ing. This can also be seen from the critical remark by the compilers (underlined
in the above passage). Thereby, knowledge is not only produced but is simulta-
neously shown by way of mimesis, how it should be applied by someone who
knows.

This passage in tractate Shabbat continues for a bit in the same way with the
stereotyped content of the notebook interrupted by associative quotations before
adding short hermeneutical expositions and stories. They are each concerned
with astrology and whether stellar constellations apply to the people of Israel.
Such thematic agglutinations of formally disparate material stimulates questions
about how the text came into being in the first place. Are the quotes that interrupt
the stereotyped content of the notebook transcripts of an actual discussion styled
after apo phones transcripts of lessons as they were produced by students of the
medical school in Alexandria (550-650 CE), for example, or the student questions
inserted in the lectures of Didymus the Blind?* Or are they excerpts from other
written sources (maybe apo phones themselves) that were used associatively
along the content of the notebook? Apart from the rough common subject, the
latter procedure seems more likely, due to the stylistically disparate nature of the
inserted material.

Fragmenting texts by content, or simply sorting tablets, scraps, or ostraca,
which due to their constrained format can only contain excerpts, would have
served two purposes: the literary storage of data pertaining to the same topic in
one place (tablets joined with string, or a scroll) and the creation of new
knowledge by way of arrangement. Indeed, the discursive style adopted by the

34 Translation follows Gardner 2008, 317, slightly adapted. For another discussion of this pas-
sage, see Rubenstein 2007.
35 See Szabat 2015, 261, and Stefaniw 2019, 62-64, respectively.
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Talmud teaches the art of conversation and argument building on top of the lit-
eral content. The work mimics how this information could be turned into
knowledge. Since we find stories with similar or even identical structures and vo-
cabulary distributed associatively all over the Talmud, it is more likely that we
face a composition of multiple written sources rather than the product of an ac-
tual conversation.” The form of the late-antique notebook, especially consisting
of multiple tablets that were tied together, is suitable for rearrangement. Once
untied, the tablets could easily be stored together with others according to con-
tent. At the moment of compilation, attached keywords would be consulted and
thematic threads created by way of arranging and rearranging tablets.

The loose nature of tablets, ostraca, or papyrus scraps, the most ordinary
writing materials, indeed enabled compilers to compose by moving them around,
thereby using the information on the tablets as data to generate a different cluster
of information. That way, compilers could easily experiment with different ar-
rangements before settling for one, saving valuable time and more costly material
such as papyrus sheets or parchment needed for drafting.” Ultimately, this ena-
bled complex and sometimes hidden structures, such as underlying numerical
patterns, as they have long fascinated scholars.® Templates for such data man-
agement are found in the bookkeeping of large estates, for example, where re-
ceipts constantly had to be classified and then drafted into weekly, monthly, and
yearly overviews of expenses and income.”

The process of collecting notes and excerpts on small slips, tablets, or ostraca
and storing them according to keywords, numbers, letters, or even dates must
have been rather obvious to the ancients. This would explain the overall silence
about the exact process. It was likely a form of collective tacit knowledge indis-
pensable if one wanted to smoothly navigate everyday life: a form of knowledge

36 Thus, two stories relating how Chaldeans made a prediction according to the stars that once
came true and once did not are found in b. Shabb 156b, and a third one is in b. Shabb. 119a.
Another example consists of recipes of a certain style that are found, for example, in b. Git. 68b—
69b; b. Avod. Zar. 28a—29a; b. Shabb. 109b-110b.

37 See Locher/Rottldnder 1985. Dershowitz 2021 shows how many apparent “jumblings” in the
biblical text point to the use of many loose text carriers in the composition and transmission of
the text.

38 Jacobs 1983; Pasternak/Yona 2016; Valler 1995.

39 See Rathbone 1991, 335-341. There are several ways to think about how thematic excerpts
were kept together: in the same place but managed by an index list; loosely tied together accord-
ing to subject; sewed or folded together (e.g., papyrus). See Blair 2010, 99, for similar strategies
in the seventeenth century. The literary and visual documentation of such archiving strategies
is a modern phenomenon.
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embodied in society that informs new inventions and transfers of knowledge but
can never be fully made explicit.”> Based on the available sources, it seems that
the Swiss polymath and “father of modern bibliography” Conrad Gessner was the
first to describe the method he applied to craft his impressive work of indexing
all books and authors ever known. In an entry titled “de indicibus librorum” in
the second part of his magnum opus, in the Pandecta, he writes that (1) every-
thing important that one reads should be copied on a piece of paper; (2) every
idea should occupy a separate line; (3) the ideas should be cut apart so they can
be arranged and rearranged at will and into clusters and subdivisions; and (4)
the final order should then be copied and fixed directly.”

History, we have learned in the past decades, is not a linear development,
and much less does it follow a teleological aim. Rather, technologies come and
go, are reinvented, renovated, and forgotten again. Gessner was maybe the first
to describe this method using the material of his time, (thin!) paper and scis-
sors —but he was certainly not the first to use it. Based on the mistakes in the text
of Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, Alfred Locher and Rolf Rottlander have sug-
gested that this first-century author applied a very similar method. Although
Pliny did not use scissors but dictation and slim wooden tablets rather than pa-
per, they describe the process as practically identical.” Indeed, while people after
Gessner discovered the handy and standard size of playing cards imprinted only
on one side to write down their notes, which allowed them to skip the step of
cutting their notes apart, Pliny may have found some of his excerpts already tai-
lored to the size of a tablet, papyrus scrap, or ostracon.”® This might have been
the case with the hemerology found in Joshua b. Levi’s notebook, which stretched
over several pages qua tablets and was thereby already portioned to be inter-
rupted by other quotes and excerpts.

Why was this method not documented earlier, if it was already known and
practiced in the time of the Roman Empire? As mentioned above, it may have
been because it was part of the collective tacit knowledge. Alternatively, it may
have been documented, but we have no access to this documentation. Then

40 On forms of tacit knowledge, see Collins 2010, 119-138. On innovations for data manage-
ment, see Coogan this volume.

41 See Krajewski 2011, 13.

42 See Locher/Rottldnder 1985. Others have criticized their model as too neat; see Dorandi 2007
(2017).

43 On the use of playing cards, see Krajewski 2011, 33; and Blair 2010, 94. Locher/Rottldnder
1985 suggest that Pliny might have used the thin wooden slats that have been found in contem-
porary military camps (e.g., Vindolanda and Vindonissa) and which Martial refers to as Vitellian
tablets in his Epigr., 14.8-9.
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again, classifying is not everybody’s cup of tea. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, for
example, used Gessner’s system when working as a librarian, and he purchased
a closet to sort paper slips as designed by Thomas Harrison in the 1640s for his
own projects.** Leibniz’s successor as the librarian in Wolfenbiittel, however,
none less than Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, preferred to stroll through the library
instead of updating registers and to discover neglected books and topics by acci-
dent.”” Undoubtedly, cataloguing data facilitates and accelerates knowledge pro-
duction, while accidental finds and spontaneous associations and combinations
may produce more innovative and creative results. Both ways of processing data
have their advantages and disadvantages and the ability to attend to different
tastes in a society or to a prevailing aesthetics of knowledge production. After all,
it was not just Lessing’s individual mood to stroll through the library and bring
long-forgotten books to light: he was also acclaimed for it.*

2 Texts as Artifacts and Tools that Shape
Knowledge

To illustrate processes of knowledge construction, Yoshiteru Nakamori chose the
example of a particular Japanese chess player’s method for creating new tactics.”
The chessboard and playing pieces, however, did not seem to play a significant
role in Nakamori’s assessment of how ideas are transformed into deployable and
communicable knowledge. And yet they are the center scaffolding, to piggyback
on Larsen’s terminology, around which new tactics are constructed. After all, the
board and the pieces are the prime reason for the development of new tactics;
their material qualities and limits stimulate and constrain at the same time in ad-
dition to the firm rules of the game. Moreover, visualization of ideas is frequently
the first step in the process of transforming tacit knowledge into explicit
knowledge.”® A chessboard, with its clear pattern and consistent pieces, clearly
helps the process of developing new tactics, either through experimentation with
the physical game or by drafting a mental image.

44 See Krajewski 2011, 16-23 (with picture).
45 See Krajewski 2011, 32-33.

46 See Krajewski 2011, 33.

47 Nakamori 2019. See discussion below.
48 See Battistutti/Bork 2017.
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Similarly, ancient thinkers often resorted to diagrams and tables to visualize
their knowledge and to identify paths for the solution of a problem. It was obvi-
ously easier to calculate fractions and unit conversions with a visual aid — num-
bers arranged in a table or list, for example — than without.” Indeed, we might
suspect that diagrams and tables also preceded the arrangement of excerpts in
the preparation of composite works, such as, for example, the Ecclesiastical His-
tory discussed by Rebecca Stephens Falcasantos in this volume. Diagrams and
tables serve as “external representations” of new and innovative knowledge and
allow for manipulation and experimentation with what are otherwise bound to
remain shadowy ideas.* Since pictures and signs are capable of conveying ideas
much faster than texts, it is not surprising that the intellectual turmoil of late an-
tiquity was negotiated graphically.”

Tables and diagrams organize the space of knowledge, whether on a tangible
surface orimagined. Ancient thinkers used this capacity to create associative loci
in their minds that helped them remember things; the places created an ordo re-
rum in the mind to which new items could be associated.” This idea of assembled
and assorted knowledge loci is mirrored by the material involved in knowledge
construction. Indeed, Cicero himself was aware of this connection when he
wrote, “We shall employ the localities and images respectively as a wax writing
tablet and the letters written on it.”>> The most basic material locus in (on) which
to preserve knowledge for the ancients is obviously the tablet, ostracon, or papy-
rus scrap. Like the chessboard, they impose structuring boundaries. Tablets and
other material places of knowledge can easily be grouped according to a certain
order: an encyclopedic compilation, such as Socrates’s Ecclesiastical History or
the Babylonian Talmud. The final arrangement of these material bits and cogni-
tive places of knowledge is ultimately the product of carefully planned text archi-
tecture. Without such planning, the meaningful structures obtained by way of
recycled excerpts could not have been achieved.

Although they do not talk about this process — again we may suspect collec-
tive tacit knowledge in play — ancient authors obviously planned and drafted
their work ahead of time, some with stunning success. The order of Pliny the El-
der’s Natural History, for example, is well known and may be too familiar by now

49 See Roby, this volume.

50 See Guerra/Ostergaard 2016, 237.

51 See Garipzanov 2015.

52 On the ancient theory of memorizing by loci, see Small 1997, 83. On actual and conveyed
places of knowledge, see Jacob 2018.

53 Cicero, De or. 2.354, trans. Sutton/Rackham.
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to evoke astonishment. Still, it must have taken a lot of advance planning, sort-
ing, and defining of “places” to achieve a macrostructure that starts with the
planets and ends with minerals, while moving associatively through every
known natural substance in between. Another example are the two books that
constitute Lucian of Samosata’s True Story, which have puzzled scholars ever
since because the sequence of motifs in each book mirrors the one in the other
exactly.” For The Learned Banqueters, Athenaeus crafted dialogues between din-
ner guests out of excerpts and arranged them thematically. Christian Jacob has
suggested that Athenaeus “started to organize his reading notes and collection of
excerpts in categories such as ‘wine,’ ‘cups,’ ‘fishes,’ ‘courtesans,’ ‘water,’ ‘para-
sites,” etc.” In her close reading of the Talmudic tractate Avodah Zarah, Mira
Beth Wasserman discovered a macrostructure that organizes the material “as a
journey down a cosmic ladder, moving from the heights of humans’ spiritual as-
piration down through descending rungs of creaturely existence. As the tractate
begins, narratives about individuals who find redemption in the next world pre-
dominate. Later, the talmudic discussion shifts its orientation downward, from
the supernal realm of souls and spirit to the material world of embodied, animal
existence. Finally, the deliberations drill down into the inanimate domain of ob-
jects, investigating the physical properties of idols and other things.”*® The crea-
tive work of compilers, or authors working with excerpts, obviously began long
before they started composing, such as the selection of topics and the drafting of
a macrostructure (sequence of topics) or maybe even a microstructure (an asso-
ciative pattern, a dialogue structure, or the arrangement of material according to
the four rhetorical elements).” The easiest solution, at least on the macrolevel,
was to follow an already existing text. It may not be surprising, therefore, that
commentary literature abounds in late antiquity.

How did the designs for such text architectures come about? Michael Roberts
once observed that “poets looked to the visual arts for inspiration; they under-
stood composition in visual terms.”*® Roberts refers here to aesthetic models ra-
ther than the mimesis by poets of the technique and mechanical procedures ap-
plied by artists. Yet, it might be safe to assume that methods for the composition
of aesthetically appealing and intellectually challenging texts (i.e., text

54 See Anderson 1976, 8—11.

55 Jacob 2000, 551 n. 182.

56 Wasserman 2017, 32-33.

57 The rhetorical elements in a composition are as follows: the introduction (prooimion/exor-
dium), the narration of the case (diégésis/narratio), the proofs (probatio/pistis), and the perora-
tion (epilogos/peroratio).

58 Roberts 1989, 118.
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architecture) were similarly adapted from the visual arts such as painting, weav-
ing, tessellating, or actual architecture.

Indeed, already the etymology of the Latin word for text (textus), as well as
the one used to denote Talmudic tractates (massekhet) point to some conceptual
connections, since in both cases the terms denote fabric.”® Ellen Harlizius-Kliick
has long pointed out that the art of weaving served in many, and especially also
distinctly mathematical, ways as a framework (pun intended!) to build knowledge
or episteme.®® Most interesting for the present purpose is her emphasis on the im-
portance of the regulatory beginning in weaving, the starting border, which or-
ganizes the warp threads. These threads determine the success of the structure
and envisioned pattern of the whole fabric — a mistake in the starting border will
affect the whole weave. Tellingly, an emphasis on beginnings is notable through-
out ancient discourses, whether they initiate a speech; a new year, month, or
week; or a ceremony. The word hymnos, for example, is linguistically closely re-
lated to the hymén, the starting border.® The starting border, in turn, is the result
of careful planning, drafting, and small-scale experimenting by the weaver (usu-
ally female).*

Similar activities of warping, ordior in Latin, appear to have preceded the
composition of texts.®* In his work on “revision” in ancient texts, Sean Gurd found
that authors treated the need for revision as the result of imperfect planning.**
Accordingly, late-antique scholia on Homer and Euripides show a deep “concern
to evaluate an author’s reasons for expanding on a theme or a topic ... why certain
subjects are treated at length while others are not.”* Thus, while careful planning
is obviously expected, the actual process remains concealed. The general non-
chalance with which the topic is addressed seems rather pretentious, since the
ideal was spontaneous creation rather than minute and laborious preparation.®
Rare hints allude to the (probably many) tablets that were consulted before their
data was used to craft new knowledge.®” A similar situation regarding drafts and
descriptions of processes preceding the actual work can be found in the context

59 See Stemberger 2011, 126.

60 See Harlizius-Kliick 2004.

61 See Harlizius-Kliick 2016, 103-110.

62 See Harlizius-Kliick 2004, 101-102.

63 See Scheidegger Lammle 2015, 172.

64 Gurd 2012, 17-18.

65 Gurd 2012, 82.

66 See Gurd 2012, 9-11.

67 See the analysis of Pseudolus’s reference to sed quasi poeta, tabulas cum cepit sibi (like a poet
who consults his tablets) in Scheidegger Lammle 2015, 175.
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of art, be it weaving, painting, or producing mosaics.®® Drafts, unlike the final
piece, are not meant to last. They are often customized, unique, and subject to
changing trends.® Against this lack of evidence of how it was done, the construc-
tion of texts became even more laborious during late antiquity. And the ties to
weaving become apparent in the times’ liking of centos: texts that treat words
from ancient writers like the threads with which they create a completely new
text. Optatian’s artful grid poems even treat individual letters as weft and yarn
with which he weaves a text with an intext.”

In ancient weaving, weft and yarn are to the fore: they constitute the fabric
and hold together the loom, which is otherwise just a bundle of sticks and
beams.” Like the yarn is tied to these beams in the weaving process, letters are
tied to their writing surface. The latter were mostly loose, as the most common
writing surfaces in late antiquity were wooden tablets, ostraca, or papyrus scraps.
As such, these primary writing surfaces were as temporary as the loom. The loose
and disparate nature of the so-distributed knowledge can be both a disadvantage,
since they risk getting lost in the archive or on the street, and an advantage be-
cause of their flexibility and portability. Similar to tesserae, they were mobile and
could be moved around, thereby facilitating experimenting with different struc-
tures and patterns before being fixed in mortar, that is, a scroll or quires. And the
three-dimensionality of tablets and ostraca must have led to a physical interac-
tion with these texts like tools.”

Experimentation with tablets and ostraca is again a working step that follows
upon original planning. Such planning not only has advantages that speak to the
soundness and creativity of an author. Rather, once the pattern of the plan is in a
stage where it can be communicated or, speaking in terms of weaving again, once
the pattern begins to appear on the starting band, others can take up the thread and
continue. Indeed, in the historiography of late antiquity, we are confronted with a
significant number of people who are never mentioned as taking an active role in
knowledge construction but who seem to have been the driving forces behind its
material realization, maybe even its conceptualization. Those who first come to
mind are, of course, slaves, women, and men of lower social status. Considering

68 See Burdajewicz 2020, 66-68.

69 Tellingly, the only papyrus that may have served as a model book, the “Artemidorus Papy-
rus,” was found in a lump with other papyri, “possibly used to stuff an animal mummy.” Burda-
jewicz 2020, 67. On the ephemeral nature of sketches in the textile industry, see Bogensperger
2016, 259.

70 On centos, see Mulligan 2018, 242—-243; Schottenius Cullhed 2016.

71 See Harlizius-Kliick 2004, 101.

72 See Pinker 1984, 1-2.
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the material givens of the time and the fact that some authors had surprisingly long
publication lists, it seems impossible that mega works such as the Ecclesiastical
History were carried out by a single person. Yet, coauthors and co-conceptualizers
are hardly mentioned.” The same is true for women, who often acted as patrons
and sponsors but were generally not mentioned, at least not in terms that made
their role as providers obvious.” Ultimately, it was the anonymous mass of literate
people, as well as semi- or maybe unliterate craftsmen, providers of writing
supplies, that were responsible for the manufacture of knowledge, its wider
circulation and preservation.

3 Chapter Overview

Asked to engage with knowledge construction, the contributors to this volume
have confirmed the stimulating potential of thinking about and along various as-
pects of knowledge construction. Daniel Picus, for example, looks at how rab-
binic texts derive content based on the “vessel” that contains it, its form and
shape. At the heart of his investigation are rabbinic interpretations of two pro-
phetic visions of scrolls mentioned in the Bible, one flying (Zech. 5:1) and one that
was eaten, “written front and back, and written upon it were lamentations, dirges,
and woe” (Ezek. 2:8-3:3). Centuries later, these visions were “read” quite differ-
ently from the (probable) original intention of the biblical text, thereby “illustrat-
ing both changing conceptions of how knowledge is constructed and transmit-
ted, and shifting networks for power and knowledge.”” The physical aspects of
the scroll with which the rabbinic readers are left, and who seem to read the texts
in a decontextualized and fragmented manner (maybe not from a scroll?), bring
their associations with scroll, front and back writing, lamentations, and dirges to
the fore. Picus finds the rabbinic language infused with physicality that connects
knowledge to “a thing written and read.”’® The scroll, for example, appears to

73 This is true for slave work more generally; see Charles 2020. On invisible servile labor with a
focus on interpreters, see Moss 2021. The late-antique educational system, however, witnessed a
dramatic shift away from the slave teachers of the early imperial period to the professional
teacher. That shift climaxed in the fourth century before taking another turn, this time to a
“home-schooling” system, especially among Christian families that were skeptical about the
content on which traditional pedagogy was based; see Lenski 2019, 134—-149.

74 See Layton 2002, 491-500.

75 Picus, this volume, 32.

76 Picus, this volume, 32.
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represent “a certain type of authorized, divine knowledge” similar to “the rab-
binic idea of the Torah as a ‘text’ that contains everything.””” The physical form
and shape associated with particular knowledge is a crucial part of its reception.
It is this container that determines the usefulness and the actual usage of the con-
tained knowledge. Moreover, it is in and of itself a semiotic device that signals
content and enables people to know unread books.

Jeremiah Coogan examines an easily overlooked visual tool for knowledge
construction: the column-and-row table. Ubiquitous and indispensable today,
the use of columns and rows to organize texts seems to be an innovation of the
third century CE. Adapted from prior usage in astronomy and other more tech-
nical fields, the table was deployed by Origen to correlate the Hebrew text of the
Bible with several Greek translations. Eusebius of Caesarea used tables to organ-
ize the data of world history for his synchronizing work, the Chronological Tables.
He further used tables to coordinate parallel passages in the four New Testament
Gospels. A set of ten tables allowed for an unprecedented cross-referencing. In
all three cases, the table provided an information architecture that could be used
by multiple invisible coworkers. The table proves to be a real “textual machine”!
Coogan also finds the concept of the column or row (shitah) also present in the
discourse of Palestinian rabbinic sages, where it is used to refer to rightly situated
and coordinated or, conversely, displaced and disorganized knowledge. The
shitah appears to be such a strong visual aid in the construction of knowledge
that it helps organizing and structuring knowledge, even if the table, which the
row helps create, is only imagined.

In her paper on the scientific content of the letters by the “sophist turned
monk” Isidore of Pelusium (375-435/40 CE), Elizabeth M. Conner addresses a still
often underestimated tool for collaborative knowledge construction: the letter.
Challenged by scholastici outside the monastery, Isidore was forced to navigate
between his prior sophistic knowledge and his new Christianized paradigm. This
resulted in new interpretations of Hellenistic scientific knowledge from an emerg-
ing and still ambiguous Christian-monastic perspective. Thus, Isidore himself is
so deeply immersed in the classical categories of knowledge production that he
uses Platonic arguments to oppose ideas that conflict Christian doctrine. It ap-
pears that the “classical” is an inescapable vocabulary of articulating knowledge
in the service of polemic. The continuity of classical arguments appears to have
been ensured by summarizing doxographies and catalogues of arguments, as can
be judged from the repeated use of the same arguments, often in unsophisticated
and compressed form. The likely core of Isidore’s epistolary corpus, approximately

77 Picus, this volume, 47.
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2,000 letters compiled perhaps a century after the monk’s death and conserved
by the “sleepless monks of Constantinople,” suggests again the letters’ ongoing
contribution to monastic pedagogy.’

The constant reconfiguration of earlier knowledge by authors and readers,
and readers turned authors, is also an issue in Rebecca Stephens Falcasantos’
paper on one of Isidore’s contemporaries: Socrates of Constantinople. His Eccle-
siastical History is a miscellany composed of textual material as disparate as im-
perial letters, conciliar documents, and polemical orations. What is original
about Socrates’s text is, therefore, the arrangement of this prior material, his
highlights, and emphases rather than Socrates’s own writing. This text is in itself
an interesting case of knowledge construction. Yet, Falcasantos moves beyond
Socrates’s applied compositional techniques and intentions to the reception of
the edgy information about the monstrous, bloody actions committed by Bishop
Macedonius of Constantinople and Arianizers more generally among Socrates’s
copyists. It appears that Socrates copied much of the respective material from
Athanasius and added to the latter’s polemic, thereby pulling his readers “into
the orbit of Arian degeneracy.”” Socrates’s text is not only full of monstrosities in
terms of content but also in terms of the text’s form, which left the seams visible
between quotation, summary, and Socrates’s own commentary. The copyist of
Plut. 70.7 used paratextual tools to tame Socrates’s “textual monster” and to turn
it (again) into a navigable archive for the reader. By atomizing the text by means
of kephalaia (headings) and annotations in the margins, the copyist seemingly
prepared the text for the next “reader turned author” who would want to excerpt
information from the text. It looks like the future deconstruction of the assembled
piecemeal knowledge is already anticipated.

Nicola Reggiani investigates linguistic, paralinguistic, and nonlinguistic
strategies used to structure and enhance medical knowledge as found in papyri.
This is a prolific field for looking at knowledge construction, since, to remain ef-
fective, medical knowledge must be in a constant discourse with the past, the
present, and the possible, anticipated future. Information regarding a certain
condition needs to be clearly bundled and allocatable. For this purpose, recipe
collections use horizontal lines or line displacements to differentiate optically be-
tween two recipes. Monograms were developed to replace words that typically
introduced the condition and the therapy, thereby highlighting and separating

78 On the habit of retaining and collecting one’s own letters, see van Hoof 2017, esp. 114-116;
Schwitter 2017; on Isidore’s letters and the “Sleepless monks of Constantinople,” see Larsen
2017, 296 and 296 n. 98.

79 Stephens Falcasantos, this volume, 107.
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these two distinct parts of the recipe. Medical papyri, whether recipe books (re-
ceptaria) or more theoretical discussions, further included devices that enabled
readers to engage actively with the content of the papyri. Reggiani identifies mar-
ginal notes referencing textual variants. This implies that these papyri were crit-
ically compared with other manuscripts which contained alternative views about
how to cure a particular disease. Corrections of the language used in the papyri
similarly testify to an intense interaction with the texts. Several strategies were
applied for such interferences, such as interlinear and supralinear interventions
and overdots and strokes. Some papyri provide section titles, short summaries in
the margins, notes about the usefulness of the passage, or personal notes. Reg-
giani’s analysis shows that, by way of paratextual devices, any text could be
turned into a site where knowledge could be constructed by physicians from dif-
ferent places and times. Conversely, knowledge could be deconstructed by way
of interference from the margins. It appears that it was not only the human body,
or certain materia medica, that could be “epistemic objects,” that is, objects used
to produce knowledge.*® Rather, the medical treatise itself served as an epistemic
object.

Obviously, knowledge does not evolve consistently but is a constant back-
and-forth between success and failure, accident, and taste. The never-ending
trial of knowledge is perhaps best illustrated in the realm of applied mathematics,
which often comes down to a binary between right and wrong. Courtney Ann
Roby makes the case for the utility not of signs of successfully applied knowledge
but of failure, that is, mistakes. She uses the latter to dive deep into the reasoning
behind some of the miscalculations in the newly published papyrus P. Math.®'
These mistakes indicate that the author of this papyrus was a person with solid
mathematical everyday skills such as the conversion of measurements or basic
arithmetic, who challenged himself (?) with more difficult tasks. For example, he
tried to calculate the amount of grain a vaulted granary could contain with the
volume of a complicated, uncategorizable shape and with the number of bricks
in a tower. An inner monologue becomes visible when the “solver,” as Roby calls
the author, breaks down numbers after an excessive and obviously wrong result.
This breakdown of numbers, which results now in the calculation of an unrealis-
tically tiny granary, was clearly supposed to help the solver verify his strategy.
Yet, like contemporary math students, the solver remains tied to the super proce-
dure he chose for solving the problem in the first place, which leads again to the
same mistake. Unlike current students, however, our ancient solver seems to

80 For the term “epistemic object,” see Tybjerg 2017.
81 P. Math was published by Bagnall/Jones 2020.
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have faced these problems alone and without a teacher: the mistakes remain un-
corrected. We are left to wonder what the solver’s incentives were to push his
mathematical competences further. Actual plans to build a granary? Peer pres-
sure or social factors that are nowadays no longer associated with mathematical
skills?

Indeed, mathematics, despite having taken a distinctly applied turn in late
antiquity, also found their way into the period’s rhetorical agon, as Monika
Amsler’s paper argues. Her contribution is a rather programmatic investigation
into diverse factors that may have served as incentives for the composition of nu-
merical maxims as they are found in the Babylonian Talmud. Classified by earlier
scholarship as mnemonic devices of arbitrary content, these maxims have not re-
ceived much attention. Indeed, the maxims, which often appear in thematically
associative bundles, are not very gripping. Once made the center of scholarly at-
tention, however, they raise interesting questions about their original purpose,
about authorial merits, leisurely activities, continued education, and the signifi-
cance of numbers in late antiquity. It appears that the maxims may, for example,
be the result of creative collaboration when they are placed in the context of
games played at dinner parties or public graffiti. It is quite feasible that someone
would have taken the initiative and challenged colleagues or passers-by to enu-
merate, for example, “five things said about garlic,” “eight things [that] reduce
the semen,” or “ten things that cause hemorrhoids.”®?

Lillian I. Larsen’s paper looks at how modern scholarship has shaped ac-
counts of monastic knowledge construction through emphasis or, in this case,
neglect in totalizing narratives, particularly that of Henri-Irénée Marrou (1956). A
positivistic reading of the sources taught Marrou that monks were more con-
cerned with forgetting their prior, pagan education than with learning, thereby
bringing “back into Christian tradition the virtues of the simple and unlettered”
(Marrou 1956, 330). Larsen traces Marrou’s interpretation of even the most ex-
plicit references to school monks and sketches of programs as singular and neg-
ligible back to an orientalist view of the unliterate, peasant, and yet mystical
Egyptian desert. By contrast, Marrou reads the Western monastic literary remains
as evidence of a highly literate community. “Ironically,” writes Larsen, “by virtue
of climate the richest range of extant school evidence is ... ‘eastern’ ... in prove-
nance.”® Larsen goes on to depict the educational program as it can be conjec-
tured from the writings of Eastern monastic leaders and shows how it is corrobo-
rated by archaeological finds of school exercises in the monasteries. The program

82 b. B. Qam. 82a; b. Git. 70a; and b. Ber. 55a, respectively.
83 Larsen, this volume, 230.
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is, in fact, not unlike the one put forward by Western grammarians and orators
such as Quintilian, for example. According to this program, education started
with the letters of the alphabet, their shape and sound, and proceeded from there
to the syllables needed for reading. Students were then taught how to read
names, words — not the simple ones, though — and ultimately sentences and
sayings. In writing exercises, students were challenged to turn sentences into
sayings, and sayings into short stories. Even complex inquiries into a topic re-
tained this structure and would start with a sentence or saying. Those early
“building blocks” obviously remained fundamental in the way individuals con-
structed their knowledge and negotiated their opinions.

In “Grammar in the School of Diodore of Tarsus,” Robert Edwards ap-
proaches the remaining commentaries by Diodore of Tarsus not as exegetical
texts that provide scholars with a glimpse of his particular method, but as arte-
facts that were produced to fulfill a role important enough that people invested
time, labor, and money. By way of analyzing the content of the commentaries, by
tracking down what other people wrote about Diodore’s working methods and
habits, and by comparing the nature of the extant commentaries with similar
ones (e.g., Didymus the Blind), Edwards settles for a school context. Indeed, Di-
odore’s biblical commentaries, often classified as employing a literal exegetical
method against the allegorical one used by the Alexandrinians, frequently ex-
plain the grammar of a certain passage. Looking more closely at Diodore’s com-
mentary on the Psalms, Edwards points out that the commentary is not merely
influenced by grammar, as prior scholarship would have it, but that it is gram-
mar. The social and discursive nature of Diodore’s commentaries and teaching,
then, can be gleaned in that the grammatical examples are sometimes repeated,
as if to rehearse with the students or to raise the issue again for those who missed
a previous class. But then it also appears from various sources that Diodore
taught a “polemical theology,” a necessary skill for his students in order to suc-
cessfully defend their beliefs against “heretics.” Ultimately, the content of Dio-
dore’s curriculum conforms to the Roman area rhetorical exercises, as is to be
expected based on the educational biography of the teachers, but the textual ba-
sis and the purposes have changed. Like Lillian Larsen’s contribution to this vol-
ume, Edwards’ assessment of Diodore’s teaching shows that educational aims
have not just been adapted to Christian ideas and customs. Rather, education and
the emerging Christianized society with all the challenges it fostered mutually
enforced and shaped each other. Ultimately, education does not happen in a vac-
uum.

The papers engage with the different forms of knowledge as they were iden-
tified in theories of knowledge construction, such as tacit, intuitive, explicit,



22 —— Monika Amsler

personal, and social knowledge. Picus’s project of describing knowledge associ-
ated with a form goes somewhat ahead of the rabbinic sages themselves, who are
not aware of their use of collective tacit knowledge: knowledge that is undisputed
but cannot (or at least not fully) be articulated.® Tacit knowledge, like exegetical
knowledge, is mostly situational. That is why it is often so difficult to connect an
author’s sound argument in one place to the one made in another and to discern
underlying principles. Tacit knowledge is related to intuitive knowledge, that is,
ideas and imagination that are difficult to express since they are still new. Coogan
shows how established and articulated explicit knowledge may pass through
stages of intuitive knowledge again when confronted with a new technology: the
effect that Eusebius’s tables will have on the readers of the Gospels could only
have been surmised. Conner places the eloquent Isidore of Pelusium on a contin-
uum between the explicit knowledge stored in the ancient archive and his still
intuitive knowledge of what Christian education should look like. Falcasantos
shows how Socrates of Constantinople struggles to make other people’s explicit
knowledge seem like his own, deploying it tactically to make it confirm to his own
rationale about the succession and importance of events. Roby’s P. Math solver
works to enrich his personal knowledge, which, according to Nakamori, builds on
established, available knowledge, intuitive knowledge, and social knowledge.
The aim of personal knowledge is to acquire new, valid knowledge for himself.®

As mentioned above, Nakamori observed the process of knowledge
construction based on how a chess player develops new tactics. For this purpose
(and simply to play chess), the player interacts with the chessboard and figurines
but also with the game partner. The development of new tactics is thereby
strongly marked by social knowledge. Without the dialectics between game
partners, the experience of success and pushback, ideas and impulses cannnot
be turned into tactics. This multidimensionality of knowledge construction is
illustrated in Larsen’s and Edward’s papers: while the former engages ancient
material to show how Egyptian monks acquired personal knowledge to build and
consolidate the social status of their community, the latter maintains that an
exegetical method does not exist for its own sake, but is socially constructed.
Similarly, Amsler places rabbinic sages in a context of social knowledge, in which
ideas are validated and put into words by a group through public acclamation
and rejection.®

84 See Nakamori 2019, 97; Braf 2002, 78. On “collective tacit knowledge,” see Collins 2010, 119—
138.

85 See Nakamori 2019, 95.

86 On social knowledge see further Nakamori 2019, 94-96.



Introduction: Knowledge Construction in Late Antiquity = 23

4 Epilogue

We cannot, of course, always make knowledge construction and its components
the primary focus of our research. But keeping in mind questions of knowledge
construction may help reduce the tendency to identify a single cause as respon-
sible for one or even several effects. The awareness of the constructedness of
knowledge, not only our own but also the one we investigate, encourages con-
textual analysis, especially regarding resources. What does the author (or
painter, sculpturer, or producer of a mosaic, for that matter) know, and what are
they anticipating? What can they know or imagine, and what do they think they
know? How does the available technology shape this knowledge?

The latter question has recently been addressed in theories of distributed
cognition, which posit that the mind is shaped by things by way of analogy and
metaphor drawing. Without physical objects, humans would be stuck, unin-
spired and unable to invent.*” What appears to be a somewhat basic acknowl-
edgement meanwhile remains a hypothesis, contested by the very strong imple-
mentation of the Cartesian divide between the human mind and material things,
between subject and object, in Western reason.

Rarely, ancient sources themselves give us a glimpse into such analogy-
drawing, the entanglement of the human mind with physical objects and with
their visual and perceptive affordances. Thus, Andrew Riggsby observed that
Varro, before giving the sole instruction recorded in Latin texts to produce a ta-
ble, “had offered the reader a concrete physical analogy — the checkerboard-like
playing surface for the game of latrunculin (LL 10.22). As far as we can tell, the
rules of the game assign no significance to the rows and columns as such, so the
board is not a table in itself. At the same time, though, it provides the reader with
a “scaffolding” and in particular it frames the fully two-dimensional extension of
the eventual table.”®® Others, like Aelian, realized the importance of visual repre-
sentation — in his case of tactical theory — for students that learned without in-
structor (hyphégetes) and supplied his discussion with sketches.®

The advantages of thinking along the lines of factors of knowledge construc-
tion more broadly and, especially, more physically may not necessarily result in
a reversal of the initial thesis or of a scholarly consensus arrived at by more mon-
ocausal approaches. But it can help to ground these results more firmly and,

87 E.g., Malafouris 2013.
88 Riggsby 2019, 78.
89 Roby (forthcoming). Roby notes the same argument in Ptolemy, Harmonica I11.3.64-71.
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especially, more directly within “the culture we are studying.”*® Thinking about
knowledge construction could do for historians what the kind reminder on the
train does for passengers: both can remind those leaving (either the analysis or
the train) to look back and check whether something has been forgotten.

Without corroborating detail, Barbara Tuchman once wrote, “Historical nar-
rative and interpretation, both, may slip easily into the invalid. It is a disciplinar-
ian.”' This “corroborative detail” can be found in the realm of texts, geographical
or material givens, artifacts, or social structures. Indeed, unlike texts, which can
more easily be forced to agree with the historian’s interpretations, material arti-
facts seem more reluctant in that they simply cannot always do what we want
them to.*? Thinking with knowledge construction allows, this volume suggests, a
more comprehensive look for such details by the scholar crafting models of broad
explication.

What we offer here is ultimately a chessboard and some tokens. May they
serve the reader in developing new strategies and in turning tacit knowledge into
explicit knowledge in areas and fields that were, out of ignorance or space re-
strictions, left out of this volume.
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Daniel Picus
Better Left Unread: Rabbinic Interpretations

of Prophetic Scrolls

Abstract: This paper analyzes classical rabbinic interpretation of two visions
from the prophetic corpus of the Hebrew Bible. Both of these visions — one from
Ezekiel, and one from Isaiah — involve the unexpected presence and examina-
tion of a mysterious scroll whose contents, while known, are never explicitly
read. Rabbinic interpretations of these scrolls further this lack of focus on the
written contents of the scrolls by emphasizing their material, physical dimen-
sions: their relationship to other scrolls, their size and shape, and their putative
relationship to the body of God. I argue that this focus on the scrolls as material
objects in later interpretation suggests that the rabbis conceive of the
knowledge contained therein as a material component of the world. This hints
at a larger set of assumptions at play in rabbinic literature, in which divine wis-
dom acts as a blueprint for the world.

1 Introduction

Twice in the prophetic corpus of the Hebrew Bible — the collection of oracles,
narratives, prophecies, and poems collectively known to the ancient rabbis as
the “Nevi’im” — a prophet has a vision of a scroll he does not read.' These vi-
sions are not statements about the literacy of the prophets in question, but ra-
ther testaments to the multivalent layers of meaning present in the image of a
scroll.? Neither of the scrolls are said to be blank: both visions provide a general
statement about the scroll’s contents, but the vision makes it quite clear that it

1 Ezekiel 2:8-3:3; Zechariah 5:1-4.

2 There is a substantial amount of scholarly discourse on the question of early Israelite litera-
cy, but such questions are not of great concern to us here. More important is the widespread
understanding of the materials and implements of reading and writing. For an account of the
intertwined relationship between literacy and biblical composition, see Schniedewind 2004,
84-90. Schniedewind carefully discusses the lack of images of writing and reading in the
earlier prophets, like first Isaiah and Hosea, and the later association of writing with prophetic
activity, which is what we see in Ezekiel and Zechariah. Importantly, he also points out that
even these earlier prophets made oracles that were recorded, collected, and edited by a scribal
class.

3 Open Access. © 2023 Daniel Picus, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111010311-002
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is not the writing that lends import to the scroll. It is the scroll itself, as an ob-
ject, an artifact, and a vision, that carries meaning. These two visions of scrolls
and their subsequent reception in rabbinic literature provide us with an oppor-
tunity to investigate ideas about the role of texts and written materials as con-
veyers of knowledge that goes beyond the written word.

The prophet gives meaning to these unread scrolls. He makes them part of a
broader message: for Zechariah, the flying giant scroll is a curse, whose effects
are all-encompassing and broad, affecting all those in the land who steal and
swear;’ for Ezekiel, who consumes his scroll, the scroll is at first “dirges, lamen-
tations, and woe,” but it becomes nourishment, comfort, and sweetness.* The
scrolls are not mere symbols, although their symbolic functions surely encom-
pass potential allegorical interpretations. They are the message, material em-
blems of the transmission of knowledge from the deity to the prophet — and
then, put into words and written on text, transmitted from the prophet to the
people. They are images that “work” because of the particularities of how
knowledge was transmitted in Ancient Israel.” As the norms for the transmission
and production of knowledge change, so too do the images that bolster and
underscore the legitimacy of that production and transmission. The images at
play in the biblical text itself, rooted in a particular time and place, take on a
different meaning in the later rabbinic context, in which the transmission of
knowledge occurs in rubrics largely organized by a Roman culture in the wake
of the Hellenistic age.® Such changes remind us that though the significance of a
literary image is culturally contingent on a particular reading, the significance
is not limited to a single reading. The different ways that later rabbis envision
the significance of the images at play here are an instructive reminder of this
fact.

I use these scrolls and their later materializations in late ancient rabbinic
literature as an entry point into thinking about the intertwined nature of materi-
ality and knowledge in late antique Judaism, as overlaid onto similar discourses
in the Hebrew Bible and rabbinic literature. A scroll is a concrete, material ob-
ject, and in the ancient world, a reasonably common one (at least, among the

3 Zechariah 5:3.

4 Ezekiel 3:3.

5 Sanders 2017 has argued cogently for a model of Near Eastern knowledge transmission
rooted in the structures of the Aramaic scribal class.

6 Annette Yoshiko Reed has documented much of this transition and its ramifications: see
Reed 2020. While her analysis is focused heavily on the 3rd century CE, the complicated line-
ages she traces are part of the substrate of rabbinic literature.
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literate, cultured elite).” Knowledge, on the other hand, is abstract — or so we
often treat it. What can a scroll in a vision, a scroll written about by a prophet,
and then interpreted, reinterpreted, and retold by later rabbis, tell us about the
way knowledge, writing and prophecy interact? What can this intersection tell
us about the rabbis who formulated it? In this essay, I argue that moments in
rabbinic literature such as these — the later interpretations of prophetic
scrolls — offer glimpses into the rabbis’ expansive conception of knowledge as
an underlying principle of the material world, contained not only in writing,
texts, Torah, the ossification of processes of knowledge transmission, and the
ever-controversial books, but also in the forms, contexts, vessels, and shapes of
the material world itself. The flying and consumed scrolls of Zechariah and
Ezekiel are not symbols or floating signifiers: they are knowledge itself, and
knowledge in both the particular and the expansive sense. After briefly contex-
tualizing the rabbinic movement within broader trends of knowledge, expertise,
and education in the later Roman empire and introducing the biblical texts in
question, I move on to examine classical Palestinian and Babylonian rabbinic
texts that take up these prophetic visions in detail. From there, I move to a more
expansive discussion of rabbinic texts that conceive of knowledge as embedded
in the material foundations, and even origins, of the world, before concluding
by articulating how discourses of knowledge transmission are intertwined with,
and inseparable from, discourses of materiality.

2 Rabbis, Books, and Knowledge

The rabbis of the late-antique eastern Mediterranean strategically used dis-
courses surrounding the practice of reading to craft an image of their own au-
thority that transcended, and even claimed to reject, other forms of book-
oriented knowledge in the Eastern Mediterranean. This strategy does not mean
that the rabbis were unfamiliar with the practice of reading, or even broader,
text-based strategies of pedagogy and knowledge production. On the contrary,
they were implicated in, and familiar with, the materials, technologies, and
practices of reading that were current in the broader Roman Empire and Medi-
terranean basin of late antiquity.® The selective use of language involving texts,

7 For older, but fuller accounts of the scroll form, see Cavallo/Chartier 1999, especially 83-89.
See also the foundational work in Roberts/Skeat 1983, 5-10.
8 For the most important discussion of early rabbis as Roman provincial elites, see Lapin 2012.
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composition, and reading can be understood as a strategy of self-formation and
authorization that sets them up as privileged outsiders to an educated world
circumscribed, in the early centuries of the Common Era, by the Greek tradition
of paideia.® This particular relationship to paideia was tempered by earlier dis-
courses of Aramaic pedagogy that are visible in texts of the Hebrew Bible, as
well as other ancient Near Eastern literature. What makes the rabbinic discourse
of knowledge transmission distinctive is a particular understanding of transmit-
ted wisdom and knowledge as a material substance, an understanding that is
visible at particular moments in rabbinic literature, especially in biblical inter-
pretation.

One aspect of the rabbis’ strategic use of reading is in their construction of
knowledge in concrete, material terms. The rabbis of the early midrashim and
Talmudim understood knowledge as something physical, rather than abstract.
That physicality was present in language that understood knowledge as a thing
written and read, present in the accoutrements of the scribe and scholar — but
certainly not limited to them.®

In some ways, the prophetic visions under discussion here can be read as
standard images of “books” and literary production, but the rabbis derive their
message in ways far beyond the writing they contain. Crucially, the rabbis
“read” these scrolls differently than the ways in which the biblical prophets
seem to read them, illustrating both changing conceptions of how knowledge is
constructed and transmitted, and shifting networks for power and knowledge.
These are both moments, for the rabbis, where the prophet is focused on the
object of a scroll as a medium of transmission, and the scroll’s location and
material qualities as signifiers, as opposed to the textual content therein. The
content is ultimately significant as well, of course: but the significance of what
is written, according to rabbinic interpretation, does not overshadow the mate-
rial medium of transmission itself. The scroll itself becomes the message. By
considering these texts as texts that construct knowledge in a particular, mate-
rial way, we have an opportunity to think about the stakes of knowledge as
material for late ancient rabbis.

9 Brown 1992, 35-70.

10 This understanding was not limited to the rabbis, of course: the issue is simply that the
materiality of rabbinic knowledge has yet to be fully described and analyzed. See Carr 2008 for
more on this. My thinking on the materialization of the transmission of knowledge as critical
for understanding the materiality of knowledge has been heavily influenced by Annette Reed.
See, in particular, the discussion surrounding Reed 2020, 74-75.
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The scrolls I discuss here are not, I think, scrolls that the rabbis understood
as “actually existing,” or as having direct analogues in the extratextual world.
This allows us (and the rabbis) to consider them a bit more conceptually in rela-
tion to their own construction of knowledge. What can a scroll in a vision tell us
about the way knowledge, writing, and prophecy interact? What can this inter-
action tell us about the rabbis who formulated it? Perhaps most importantly, it
tells us that despite a baseline level of suspicion with which “new” written ma-
terial was typically treated," writing provided a useful vocabulary for the rabbis
to frame their own understanding of knowledge as a material, concrete element:
a literal blueprint and building block for the world in which they lived. Learning
involves new knowledge by definition, but the rabbis were careful to frame that
new knowledge within particular, specific discourses and settings. When con-
fronted with an image in which the new information conveyed is tied inextrica-
bly to written material, the rabbis creatively ensure that the message the scroll
conveys is present not in the written text to be read, but the material elements,
presence, and movement of the scroll itself.

3 The Scrolls of the Prophets

Writing and the written word were laden signifiers in the ancient Near East.
They were associated with priests and scribes, and a class of religious practi-
tioners whose skills made them uniquely capable of communicating with dei-
ties, as well as interpreting their will made manifest in the world."” Even across
the span of the “biblical period” (which is, of course, many periods, and several
centuries), writing and reading remain both important markers of a certain
educated class status, and links to divine and extra-human knowledge, both
within biblical texts and in related literature.” Scrolls appear as prophetic signs
twice in the Hebrew Bible: in Ezekiel 2-3, and Zechariah 5. Scrolls in general, of

11 Wollenberg 2017. Wollenberg argues that texts as sources of new information were regarded
as highly suspicious. On the other hand, texts as receptacles of known information — well-
known, studied, partially memorized and constantly recited stories, poems, and laws (such as
the Tanakh) — were read in highly ritualized fashions, and understood as sacred, both concep-
tually and materially. While a Torah could be read for new information, as Wollenberg shows
in her discussion, the idealized, positively-coded reading practice was either part of a highly
formalized study, or a ritual lectionary.

12 See, for example, Satlow 2014, 31-51, Schniedewind 2004, 34-34.

13 Reed 2020, 11-21; 87-131.
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course, appear much more regularly: Jeremiah’s scribe Baruch writes one in
Jeremiah 36, Deuteronomy 17 instructs a king to write a scroll of the law to keep
with him at all times, and Numbers 5, the ritual of the suspected adulteress (or
sotah), involves the writing, and then consumption, of a scroll for the perfor-
mance of the ritual." In this section, I will focus on the first two examples, from
Ezekiel and Zechariah.

Before doing so, however, it is worthwhile to note that as remarkable as
these textual moments seem to us, they are not as out of the ordinary as they
seem. While they use images and materials (namely, writing surfaces and im-
plements) unique to themselves, the performance of, and interpretation of,
prophetic actions as “signs” was commonplace in prophetic literature of the
Hebrew Bible.® In the context of their composition, these textual excerpts
should be read as part of the broader realm of textual discourse that uses per-
formed, viewed, and interpreted signs in order to convey divine messages.'®

The book of Ezekiel begins with the prophet’s vision of the divine chariot
leaving Jerusalem, carrying the presence of God with it, bearing it towards the
Exile in Babylon. In chapter 2, the Presence of God speaks directly to the proph-
et, giving him a charge to speak to the Children of Israel.” His message is con-
tained in a scroll, written front and back, and rather than simply showing it to
Ezekiel, the Divine Presence demands that he consume it. The relevant text
reads thus:

“Open your mouth, and eat what I am giving to you.” And I looked, and behold, there was
a hand extended out towards me, and behold, in it was a scroll. And he spread it out be-
fore me, and it was written front and back, and written upon it were lamentations, dirges,
and woe. And he said to me, “Mortal, what you find, eat; eat this scroll, and go, speak to
the House of Israel.” And I opened my mouth, and he fed me this scroll. And he said to

14 The biblical text refers to this writing surface as a sefer, but given its size and use, it is
entirely possible that it was merely a scrap. While this is a likely incomplete discussion of
scrolls in particular, there are, of course, other written materials present in the biblical text: the
tablets of the Ten Commandments, written amulets, and others. See Picus (forthcoming).

15 See, for example, Nissinen 2019, 57-64 and Lundbom 2010, 144-145.

16 Friebel 1999, 14 refers to all non-verbal forms of communication in a prophetic book as a
“sign-act;” these actions must be intended to relay information. I am grateful to Kerry Sonia for
this reference.

17 Previous interpretations of the book of Ezekiel’s beginning have seen the vision of the
chariot, or merkavah, followed by the scroll, and then by Ezekiel’s call narrative at the end of
chapter 3, and the language of speechlessness that pervades it, as metaphoric of his ministry as
a whole: the move from oral to textual prophecy, and the prophet’s own inability to speak
prophecies other than those of destruction and woe. Freibel discounts these interpretations,
reading the prophet’s speechlessness as a sign-act (Freibel 1999, 169-188).
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me, “Mortal, feed your stomach, and fill your belly with this scroll, which I am giving to
you.” 1 ate it, and it was as sweet honey in my mouth. (Ezek. 2:8-3:3)'®

Two elements of this vision immediately leap out as worthy of note. The Divine
Presence hands Ezekiel a scroll inscribed on the front and the back. This scroll
was presumably made of papyrus: parchment did not become a common or
widespread writing surface in ancient West Asia until the Hellenistic period,
and Ezekiel’s vision pre-dates that by several centuries. Even so, writing appear-
ing on both sides of the scroll would have been significant regardless of its ma-
terial.” In addition to making the scroll much more difficult to manipulate and
read, most writing surfaces were only prepared for writing on one side.?” Beyond
this, a rolled document being written on both sides would run the risk of ink
smearing and becoming illegible. This is a text written without regard for the
rules of the scribal trade, either written outside of their remit, or using imagined
materials that neither smudge nor bleed. The double-sided nature of the scroll
as a prophetic sign, of course, is meant to highlight the magnitude of woe and
lamentation that Ezekiel will prophesy for the Judahite community in exile —
but the mechanics of this double-siding are indicative of far more. If we ask
ourselves how the image would have resonated with an audience that knew
writing, it seems clear that any numinous qualities would have resided in both
the writing on the scroll, and the double-sided scroll itself. Even if the biblical
author is unconcerned with the unreal dimensions and qualities of the scroll,
these are elements that matter deeply to the rabbis.

After being presented with this double-sided scroll, Ezekiel is instructed not
to read it, but to eat it. This is a powerful metaphor of consumption, but it is also
more than that: Rather than reading the dirges and lamentations that are on the
scroll, Ezekiel internalizes (and ultimately transforms) them completely. Their

18 Translation is author’s own, based on the NJPS and NRSV. Hebrew text taken from the
Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia.
N 2285 AR WIEM 950 1930 13 3 DR Ambw T A3m ARIRY TOR 103 IR WK DR IR 70 ned
DRI 900 DR D198 D108 KRYAD TWR DR OTR 12 798 RN 7 73 D3P O 21021 AR 01 71210
DR XONN TYM YORN 7102 OTR 12 79K 90K AR N9300 NR 135IK87 0 IR NNar SR 0 5K 127 T
Pinnb waTa *9a nm AYaRT THR N1 IR WK DR AYann
19 Roberts and Skeat are quite clear that scrolls in antiquity could be either papyrus or parch-
ment, and that neither papyrus codices nor parchment scrolls would have gone against ancient
expectations (Roberts/Skeat 1983, 5). Even so, papyrus was the more common writing surface
in the Levant prior to the Hellenistic era.
20 See Lewis 1974, 39-69. While papyrus written on both sides certainly exists (see n. 41),
Lewis suggests, according to ancient sources, that papyrus was generally understood to be
inscribed on one side.
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nature becomes a part of his prophetic charge in the same way that Isaiah’s lips
are purified with a burning coal in his call narrative.” A text is also consumed in
Numbers 5, as part of the Sotah ritual. Sarit Kattan Gribetz traces this particular
image in later rabbinic interpretation, showing how consumption is a particu-
larly gendered way for the rabbis to discuss learning without bringing reading
into the equation.? Ezekiel’s consumption of the scroll, if it is intended to sug-
gest a gendered mode of knowledge transmission, does so subtly — at least in
comparison to the later rabbinic understanding of the Sotah, and other late
ancient texts that understand eating as a particularly feminized mode of acquir-
ing knowledge.”

The second prophetic image involving an unread scroll comes from Zecha-
riah. Zechariah is a prophet of the Exile proper — his prophecies seem to have
been written down later than Ezekiel’s. In chapter 5, Zechariah relates a vision
of a flying scroll.

And again, I raised my eyes, and I saw, behold, a scroll was flying. And he said to me,
“What do you see?” And I said, “I see a flying scroll, twenty cubits long, and its width is
ten cubits.” And he said to me, “This is the curse which goes out over all the land. For eve-
ryone who steals, as is on one side, has gone unpunished, and everyone who swears, as is
written on the other side, has gone unpunished. I have sent it out, (oracle of Yahweh of
Hosts) and it shall come to the house of the thief, and to the house of the one swearing in
my name in vain, and it shall lodge within his house, and utterly end their timber and
their stones. (Zech. 5:1-4)*

The image of consumption is gone from Zechariah’s vision of the flying scroll,
but its double-sidedness remains. Zechariah adds an almost absurd size to the
scroll — its width is only half its length, which is rare enough, but that width is
already ten cubits: fifteen feet!® If the miraculous nature of the scroll as high-

21 Isaiah 6:5-7. This call narrative, importantly, also takes place during a vision of the heav-
enly host.
22 Gribetz 2018. Rabbinic literature is, at times, concerned with keeping women separate from
certain elements of Torah study and reading; consuming the text skirts this issue completely.
Gribetz also notes that similar metaphors arise in early Christian discussions of ascetic women.
23 See also Boyarin 1994, 126-130.
24 ©MWY 198 NAY A9 ART IR IR AR AOR 77 HR RN 08P 1530 I RN TP KWK WK
PawIn 51 AP MNa A 2137 53 73 pARA 53 038 Sy nrera nHRA NRTOR 98N ARR WY NaNT IAR3
2 TINA M35 IPWYH "wa pawn ma DRI 2130 113 SR ARIT MIRIY MY DRI ATIRVIA AP MRI MM
IR ORI PRY DRI
25 It need hardly be stated that this is far beyond the norm for the size of a scroll. Pliny states
that there are never more than twenty sheets in a papyrus scroll, with the width varying con-
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lighted by being written on both sides is downplayed, its miraculous nature,
derived from its sheer size, is front and center. The fact that it is flying, of
course, is similarly miraculous, and is an anomalous image. While its double-
sided nature, as well as images of consuming scrolls, appear elsewhere in the
Hebrew Bible, flight is unique.

This was an image that troubled early interpreters even prior to the rabbis.
The Septuagint, for example, translates “scroll” (7>an/megillah) as “Spémavov,”
meaning “sickle,” or “scythe.”? Myers and Myers state this is due to confusion
with Joel 4:13, in which the word 53n/maggal, which contains the same conso-
nants as megillah, or scroll, means “sickle.”” The word megillah was unlikely to
be problematic to the translators in and of itself: other occurrences are translat-
ed as “ke@alig BAiov.” This is a reasonably common term for a scroll in an-
cient Greek, and certainly a preferred term for various LXX translators.?

The author or compiler of the text of Zechariah itself, of course, knows that
this is an image that requires explanation: that is why the angelic interpreter of
verses 3 and 4 explains the image’s meaning, both to Zechariah and to the read-
er. The scroll itself is a curse — again, an image and association that we see in
Numbers 5. Its size suggests the curse’s magnitude, while its flight enables one
to imagine just how far-reaching the curse inscribed on it might be. Myers and
Myers point out that the length — twenty cubits — is not outside the realm of
possibility, but a width of ten cubits is surely symbolic.” The dimensions of ten
by twenty cubits, they argue, carry direct resonances to the dimensions of Sol-
omon’s Temple as described in 1 Kings; specifically, we should read it as a refer-
ence to the size of the ulam, or porch, or perhaps the dimensions of the golden
cherubim that sheltered the Ark of the Covenant with their wings.* This is an
association that the rabbis will also make.

The actual content of the scroll, beyond extremely vague language, is left
undescribed. We know that it is against thieves and those who swear false oaths
in the name of God — but very little else, including the actual wording. The

siderably (but never going over something close to a foot). See Pliny, Naural History xiii. 77-78;
apud Lewis 1974, 37-39.

26 Rahlfs/Hanhard 2006.

27 Myers/Myers 1987, 277-278.

28 The word ke@alig on its own properly refers to the beginning of a column, but combined
with BiAiov seems to indicate an entire scroll. It does seem that the LXX translators use the
word metonymically. Cf. Lewis 1974, 78.

29 Myers/Myers 1987, 279.

30 Myers/Myers 1987, 280. The porch was symbolic of the meeting between priest and popu-
lace, as the only (or perhaps most notable) location where such meetings occurred.
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wording of the curse, it seems clear, is not the important aspect: rather, the fact
that it was written down, on a scroll, and that the scroll plays a part in Zechari-
ah’s vision are the aspects that the text’s compiler, and later the rabbis, found
most important.

As seen in the resonances between this text and Numbers 5, the Sotah ritu-
al, connections between writing and cursing were common in the ancient Near
East. Isabel Cranz explores this relationship, arguing that Zechariah 5, in con-
junction with Ezekiel 2-3, relies on this widespread logic of cursing.* She con-
nects these prophetic visions of scrolls to other narrative moments relating writ-
ten documents and curses; Jeremiah 36:2-4, for example, relates Baruch the son
of Neriah’s recording of Jeremiah’s curses, and the covenant ceremony of Deu-
teronomy 27-28 involves the establishment of stone slabs inscribed with the
stipulations of an extensive curse.* This close association derives, Cranz argues,
from ancient Near Eastern oath-swearing ceremonies.” Even beyond rituals of
covenant and cursing, though, we can see that writing in the Hebrew Bible is
never far from the numinous.

Even in the Biblical text itself, these two visions were tied to networks of
knowledge that relied both on the establishment of a professional class of
scribes and religious professionals, as well as a more casual and widespread
understanding of their practices. The association of writing with religious, ad-
ministrative, and even divine power means that prophetic images of writing
were particularly potent, and ripe for interpretive creativity.* Inheriting a text
that was largely constructed under the rubrics of an Ancient Near Eastern scrib-
al pedagogy, but themselves inhabiting a world where knowledge production
was largely shifting to a Hellenistic pedagogic model, the rabbis received these
images through their reception of the Biblical text. They reinterpret, and indeed,
re-understand the function of the scrolls therein in order to make them fit into
their own conception of knowledge as hanging precariously between the book-
ish and the non-bookish, all the while remaining a strikingly material sub-
stance.

31 Cranz 2016.

32 Cranz 2016, 411; see also Quick 2017.

33 Cranz 20016, 415-416.

34 Satlow discusses the varieties of authority texts and writings could contain: oracular, nor-
mative, and literary. See Satlow 2014, 4-5.
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4 Rabbinic Interpretations

Sifre to Numbers

The earliest rabbinic interpretation of one of these visions appears in Sifre Bam-
idbar, or the Sifre to Numbers, a tannaitic rabbinic commentary on the book of
Numbers, likely formed in the latter 3rd century.® This interpretation relates a
completely disparate text to the vision of Ezekiel 2-3, and it does so through
investigating themes of knowledge and its transmission through material ob-
jects. The text being interpreted, or the text of the lemma, is Numbers 12:6,
which comes after Aaron and Miriam complain about Moses’s prophetic author-
ity: God summons the three of them to the Tent of Meeting and declares, “Listen
to my words: If there will be prophets of Yahweh among you, I will make myself
known to them in a vision, I will speak to him in a dream.”* The interpretation
is long — as rabbinic interpretations often tend to be — but it circles around the
themes of prophecy, speech, and writing, by interpreting the scroll written front
and back with reference to Moses being denied a vision of God’s face (Exodus
33:17-23), while still being referred to as a prophet who spoke to him face-to-
face (Numbers 12:6). God’s body is even brought into the equation. Rather than
relaying the entire interpretation at length, I will briefly summarize Sifre Num-
bers 103:1, and then focus on elements that are particularly important for our
purposes.

Sifre Numbers 103:1 is a lengthy discourse interpreting Numbers 12:6-8,
both continuously, and piecemeal. It begins by parsing the words the deity
himself uses to speak to Moses, Aaron and Miriam, identifying a textual curiosi-
ty: when God speaks to rebuke Aaron and Miriam, he does so politely.”” The
word Ki/na in biblical Hebrew, which God uses in Numbers 12:6, is a marker of a
polite request — surely Yahweh is not in the habit of making requests!*® As with
so many of Yahweh’s actions, however, the rabbis interpret it normatively, ra-
ther than descriptively. God speaks politely to Miriam and Aaron because hu-
manity should speak politely to each other. In what seems like a jump, the pas-
sage next turns to prophecy and vision. This isn’t a jump at all, however: it is
simply a continuation into the next verse, where God is explaining to Moses,
Aaron, and Miriam why Moses has a different sort of access to divine knowledge

35 Strack/Stemberger 1996, 297.

36 129278 OHN2 PTINKR POR ARIN T DIRAI AT OR T RIWPAW KRN
37 Specifically, he uses the term &1/na.

38 Brown/Driver/Briggs 1906, 609.



40 — Daniel Picus

than they do — and indeed, how that access works. God speaks to Moses clearly,
rather than through visions or dreams. The Sifre then claims that he is trusted
even more than God’s ministering angels, although Rabbi Yose then objects:
Moses is trusted the most, with only the ministering angels being trusted more.

Moses’s access to divine wisdom is so unique, that Rabbi Yose places his
trustworthiness above the trustworthiness of the angels that minister to God
himself. The rabbis then argue about the actual mechanics of Moses’s unique
access to God. God states that he speaks to Moses “mouth to mouth.” This
phrase suggests a direct conversation between Moses and the deity, but this is
tempered with another suggestion on the part of the rabbis: perhaps, instead of
a revelation of direct speech from God, Moses spoke with the divine presence.
After all, Exodus makes it quite clear that a direct conversation with God can be
deadly. This is a significant moment: the rabbis of the Sifre (the tannaim) are
positing the divine presence as a mediator between Moses and the word of God.
The actual mechanics of this are difficult, however: the divine presence as a
mediator makes some sense, provided it is understood as distinct from God’s
body itself. Therefore, discussion then turns to what it means for a human being
to look at God and not be able to live, a reference to Exodus 33. Unsurprisingly,
the rabbis look for puns here: “And live” is understood as being not a verb, but
rather a plural noun (“and the living things”): va-hai becoming v-hayot. The
rabbis move from discussing the mechanics of prophecy to a discussion of death
at the hands of a divine revelation, or perhaps a face-to-face epiphany — but
they do so entirely within the remit of a prophetic call narrative, Ezekiel 3, while
also referencing the hayot, or beasts, of Ezekiel 1. A verse from the Psalms is
brought in to close out this particular portion of the discussion, while still keep-
ing it connected to the broader prophetic theme: The divine presence, the psalm
makes clear, makes itself visible to humanity at the hour of death.

The interpretation continues on with the next words from Numbers 12:8.
God is still explaining Moses’s uniqueness in Numbers, and the rabbinic text
moves from riddles, which God does not use for Moses, to the fact that Moses
sees God’s likeness: his image, or nnnn/temunah. It is this “image,” or likeness,
that finally links our text to the double-sided scroll of Ezekiel 2-3. In Exodus 33,
God shows Moses his back instead of his face, and the rabbis, in a remarkable
exegetical leap, connect that to the scroll written both front and back. At this
point, I quote the Sifre itself.

The Torah teaches, “and he beholds the likeness of Yahweh” (Numbers 12:8). This is a vi-
sion of his back. You might ask, “What is this, a vision of his back? Perhaps it is a vision of
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his face?” The Torah teaches, “And I will remove my palm, and you shall see my back”
(Ex. 33:23).%

The likeness of Yahweh is not his face, but his back, since Scripture cannot
contradict itself,*® and Exodus makes it clear that Moses never sees God’s face.
The rabbis of the Sifre make another radical jump, then, into Ezekiel — this time
focused on the idea of the “back,” a term in Hebrew that can also mean “be-
hind,” or “after.”

“And he spread it out before me, and it was written front and back” (Ezek. 2:10). And don’t
even those who are light of intellect, and commoners, act thus, when they are writing
[write on the front and back]? Why does the Torah say “front and back?” “Front” is in this
world, and “back” is in the world to come.” “Front” is the security of the righteous, and
their afflictions in this world, and “back” is the gift of the reward of the righteous, and the
punishment of the wicked, in the world to come.”

The image of the scroll written on two sides from Ezekiel 2 is transformed in the
Sifre — if not in content, then certainly in reception. A scroll written on both
sides, as noted earlier, is a rarity in the Biblical world, and an indication of
something miraculous and fine: an ink that doesn’t transfer, a papyrus or
parchment that allows for writing on more than one face. Here, however, the
rabbis understand it very differently. A scroll with writing on both sides is not a
piece of writing to take note of: it is a piece of scrap paper, the province of the
simple, or the commoner.”? Even still, the rabbis understand the presence of
writing on both sides as symbolic: it represents this world and the world to
come, and can likely also be understood as the duality between the righteous
and the wicked in both timelines. It is the association with scrap paper, howev-
er — and perhaps even of unknown written texts with negative outcomes in
general, especially in religious contexts — that adds this vision’s next dimen-
sion in the rabbinic imagination.

39 Sifre Numbers 103:1
oM 5N 075 ARANA AT KRR PR IR OTUAKR ARIA TN ANKR OINKR AR YA 0 nnam S'n
MINKR DR R '3 NR
40 This is, of course, one of the foundational claims of the early biblical interpreters, including
the rabbis: see Kugel 2007, 14-17.
41 Sifre Num. 103:1 12 DWW MOYTAM DPTH 9P g8 ROM MINKRI D18 72102 R 7385 MK winan
ooWwa 0P Sw oM bAMbwa 0'a .RaN DOWH MNRT 1A 0%wa o wnR 0 5N am oama
Ran 0OWH oYW Hw omaps opTIR SW ow inn nRY
42 A few examples of papyrus scrolls like this exist, called opisthographs. See, for example,
Perrot 2020.
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“And written upon it were lamentations, dirges, and woe” (Ezek. 2:10). The lamentations
of the wicked, as it is written, “This is a lamentation, and it shall be intoned” (Ezek. 32:16).
“Dirges,” of the righteous, as it is written, “To the music of the ten-stringed harp, to the
music of the lute, with melody and lyre together” (Ps. 92:4). “And woe,” of the wicked, as
it is written, “Calamity upon calamity is coming” (Ezek. 7:26).*

The text is particularly terse and difficult to understand here. The implication,
however, is that the writing on the double-sided scroll — the dirges, lamenta-
tions, and woe — are directly connected to the fates of the righteous and the
wicked, which in turn are connected thematically to the rabbinic understanding
of God’s face, and God’s back. The double-sidedness of Ezekiel’s scroll is the
message: it is the present and the future, the benefit of living in God’s presence,
and the calamity of living in a world on which God has turned His back. The
vision itself is a merism, in which the opposition of front and back with the
present world and the world to come, and the extremes of divine favor, serve to
contain the extensive possibilities of divine knowledge in a single vision of a
single scroll. This is highlighted by the verses the tannaim cite: in the midst of a
message of woe, the rabbis also cite Psalm 92, a joyous praise-psalm of the Sab-
bath day, to describe the “dirges” of Ezekiel’s prophecy.

It is almost as if the rabbis are trying to impart two messages. The first is
that whether a prophet is like Moses, and speaks directly to the deity, or like
later prophets who only encounter him in a dream, is unimportant. The content
of the message comes from God one way or another; whether it is from direct
speech, or a divine image of a floating scroll, the origin of either is the same. As
the text says: “The Torah does not say ‘Against my servant Moses,” but rather
that ‘You have spoken against Me,” speaking against my servant Moses.”* The
scroll is never read, however, despite its presence in this interpretation: the fact
of it conveys the prophet’s message, and even the biblical verses cited do not
appear on it, but rather describe its contents in general terms.

The second message is one of woe and devastation, even in the midst of
God’s glory. It is a remarkable thematic movement for a passage that begins
with a statement about polite speech, but this wide, sweeping movement is also
tightly connected: prophetic discourse, polite speech, and the divine presence
are all linked through the materiality of knowledge, brought together intelligi-
bly by the image and presence of a scroll written on both sides. The section of
Sifre Bamidbar just quoted above appears in later sources: we will see it again in

43 Sifre Num. 103:1 S M Mt R AP NRIY DYWA W op i mam onrp bR 20
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44 Sifre Bamidbar 103:1.
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the Babylonian Talmud, in a tradition that combines interpretation of Ezekiel 2
with Zechariah 5, and it is perhaps one of our clearest indicators of the rabbis’
understanding knowledge as material. We move next, though, to a midrash
from the subsequent period of rabbinic activity, the amoraic period, which cites
Zechariah’s giant scroll.

Leviticus Rabbah

Zechariah’s flying scroll appears in a slightly later collection of midrash: Leviti-
cus Rabbah, which is Palestinian, and was likely compiled in the fifth century
CE.” Leviticus Rabbah is typically known as a “homiletic” midrash, as opposed
to an “exegetical” midrash, although these distinctions are becoming less and
less common.* The text is composed of two interpretive formats. The first for-
mat is what is classically known as the “proem,” or petiha/petihta in Hebrew
and Aramaic. In this highly intricate form, one verse from scripture — often, but
not always, from Psalms or Proverbs — is linked through a process of homiletic
“chaining” to another verse, with numerous intermediary verses expounded on
the way.” The other format is significantly less crafted: this is a lemmatic com-
mentary, identified by snippets of a verse from the text being commented upon
(in this case, Leviticus), and interpretations identified by the word gufa (which
is also the Aramaic word for “body”), which mark a word or phrase’s “mean-
ing.”

Leviticus Rabbah 6:3 is an exegesis of Leviticus 5:1, which relates a law
about the responsibilities of one with information when someone is publicly
accused. The text reads: 815 DR P77 IR AT IR TV R 1OR Hp Aynwt Ronn 2 wan
my &wi 7, which translates to, “And when a person sins — and one hears a
public imprecation, and he is a witness, or has seen or learned of the matter — if
he does not testify, he bears the guilt.” We can, I think, already see the themes
that will connect the flying scroll to this verse from the Pentateuch: the flying
scroll is a manifestation of the public imprecation, making it incumbent on all
with knowledge to witness and to act. The text in question begins:

Gufa: Do not let a false vow be a light thing in your eyes, for behold Zechariah saw it,
“And I raised my eyes and I saw, behold, a scroll was flying,” (Zech. 5:1). What does flying

45 Strack/Stemberger 1996, 291.

46 Visotzky 2003.

47 The classic treatment of the petihta is Heinemann 1971. See also Cohen 1981 and Vitotzky
2003, 23-30, where he argues for the essential incoherence of this category.
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mean? Floating. As it says, “And it flew to me, one of the Seraphim [and in its hand was a
live coal, which he took from the altar with a pair of tongs],” (Isaiah 6:6). “And he said to
me, ‘What do you see?’ And I said I see a flying scroll, [twenty cubits long, and ten cubits
wide].” (Zech. 5:2). Rabbi Abbahu said, “Even the skin of an elephant and the skin of a
camel are not this size,” and you say here “This is the curse which goes out over all the
land,” (Zech. 5:3), from here it went out from the entrance to the sanctuary, which we
learned [a technical term which means this is a reference to the Mishnah] has an entrance
that is forty cubits high and twenty wide.*

The flying scroll of Zechariah is initially linked directly to Isaiah’s call narrative:
while Isaiah was purified, and given a message, by a burning coal touched to
his lips, the rabbis are trying to make Zechariah’s vision of the scroll into a simi-
larly momentous event. The size of the scroll is, according to them, a direct
reference to the fact that it flew out of the entrance of the Temple in Jerusalem —
which is even larger than this seemingly gargantuan scroll. The explanation
continues, explaining why this vision — these two visions, really — are related
to a section of the Pentateuch that discusses testimony and false vows.

Rabbi Aibo said, “How come when man swears on a Torah scroll, we bring before him
empty skin bottles? To show that yesterday, this bottle was full of sinews and bones, and
now it is entirely empty. Thus will one who causes his companion to wear a false oath in
the end go out entirely empty of his possessions.” Rabi Assa said this is about a false oath,
and Rabbi Yonah said this is even in regards to the truth.*

The connection between Zechariah’s scroll and Leviticus 5:1 is made clearer
here: the practices in question, at least in the rabbis’ day, involve swearing on a
Torah scroll. Rabbi Aibo references an interesting practice that we don’t see
elsewhere: whenever an oath is taken on a Torah scroll, empty wineskins are
present as well. Functionally, these might be there after a libation, which was
common enough as part of oath-taking practices in the ancient eastern Mediter-
ranean — but Rabbi Aibo certainly does not understand them that way.*® The
passage continues, but enough of our themes have been revealed to end here.
The flying scroll’s size is an important element of its physicality, because the
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size associates it with the doorway of Solomon’s temple’s sanctuary. Its exist-
ence as a material scroll written on front and back also places it in direct con-
tradistinction to the empty skin bottles and the Torah scroll used for oaths. Be-
reft of both their wine and the flesh that once animated them as living creatures,
the skin bottles are nevertheless not valueless and empty. Like the giant scroll,
they provide meaning in their very presence and materiality.

The wineskins’ double emptiness connects to the double significance of the
scroll of Zechariah’s vision: its flight in Zechariah is the vastness of the curse,
although the rabbis connect it to the prophetic call, while the size and the area
the scroll demarcates are nothing less than a reference to the Temple itself. It is
a powerful hermeneutic. The wineskins are important because of what they
lack, and the scroll is important (and perhaps even comprehensible) despite
whatever may be written upon it. Again, these might not be unique signs in
prophetic discourse or rabbinic interpretation, but they center around a written
object while studiously ignoring the fact of writing. This makes them significant
elements in an attempt to think about the ideology of writing among the classi-
cal rabbis.

Babylonian Talmud

The final two rabbinic interpretations I will discuss here both come from the
Bablyonian Talmud, or Bavli. Bavli Gittin 60a deals with the image from Zecha-
riah, while bEruvin 21a interprets both visions — a fitting conclusion to this
section. The Babylonian Talmud is a notoriously difficult text to study. Nominal-
ly a commentary on the Mishnah (albeit one that goes far beyond our standard
ideas of commentary), the period of its composition, editing, and redaction
extends from the 3rd century all the way to the cusp of the seventh or eighth.
Each passage is composed of layers that come from different periods of rabbinic
activity, and sometimes even different locations: here we attempt to read them
holistically, and in the context of the later layers of redaction and editing that
would have taken place in Babylonia.

Our passage in Bavli Gittin comes in the middle of a lengthier discussion
that involves a variety of material texts and the restrictions and stipulations
surrounding them. There is a debate over whether lectionary readings from the
prophets, for example, must be read from the scrolls of the prophets, and not
lectionary scrolls (the latest layer of the Bavli, the stam, mandates that lection-
ary scrolls are appropriate), as well as whether or not it is appropriate to write
out individual portions of the Torah for children to study. Such practices, of
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course, are familiar to us from the world of monastic education, but the Talmud
gives us a glimpse into the debate over them in rabbinic communities.

This particular discussion stems from an assertion made anonymously, in a
baraita (a non-Mishnaic tannaitic tradition): that the Torah was given scroll by
scroll, which presumably means book by book, rather than all at once, as a
single document. The ramifications of this discussion are significant for the
rabbis: the mode in which the Torah was transmitted can determine whether or
not it is acceptable to copy it down in individual parts, or whether it must al-
ways be copied as a whole. This passage, though short, is particularly complex,
because it relies on a midrashic association between individual instantiations of
words in distinct verses. In this case, the linked words are “scroll” (megillah)
and “take” (lago’ah).

Rabbi Yochanan said in the name of Rabbi Bena’ah, “The Torah was given scroll by scroll,
as it is said, ‘Then I said, ‘Behold I have come with the scroll of the book that is written for
me.”” (Ps. 40:8). Resh Lakish says that the Torah was given as a complete/sealed book, as
it is said, “Take this Torah scroll,” (Deut. 31:26). And on the other hand, isn’t it written,
“Take?” as well? [The implication here is that Resh Lakish’s argument is irrefutable be-
cause of this word, so how does Rabbi Yochanan counter it?] That is about after it was
joined. And on the other hand, isn’t it written, “With a scroll of the book written for me?”
This shows that the entire Torah is called a scroll, as it is written, “And he said to me,
‘What do you see? And I said, I see a scroll flying.”” (Zech. 5:2).%

This is a remarkable assertion on the part of the rabbis: not only are they claim-
ing to have knowledge about what the content of Zechariah’s scroll is, beyond
the general indication that it contains a “curse”: they are identifying it as the
scroll of the Torah itself. This fact is assumed to be so self-evident that it is used
as evidence for another claim: that the Torah is only called a “scroll” when the
entire manuscript is meant. This could be a reference to Deuteronomy 28 and
the broader tradition of covenant curses that are contained in the Hebrew Bi-
ble.”® This interpretation, indeed, seems most likely, even if it is not the only one
available to us. I think that there is also a conflation here between scrolls as

51 For an insightful introduction to this monastic material, see Lillian Larsen’s contribution in
this volume, and cited literature.
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representative of a certain type of authorized, divine knowledge and the rabbin-
ic idea of the Torah as a “text” that contains everything.

The last text, which brings together both biblical passages under examina-
tion, comes from the Babylonian Talmud, tractate Eruvin. It is worth noting that
despite the obvious similarities between these two passages, this is the first
place where we see both interpreted together, or juxtaposed, in classical rabbin-
ic literature.

Bavli Eruvin deals, in an overarching sense, with the concept of borders and
limitations: an ‘eruv is the Sabbath boundary, a rabbinic invention which cre-
ates an area of habitation in which an observant rabbinic Jew can, according to
halakhah, unproblematically carry items during the Sabbath. This does not
mean, of course, that every word of Talmud on Eruvin’s hundred and five dou-
ble-sided folios deals with boundaries and limitations of this sort — but there is
a striking prevalence of themes focused on measurements, the human body,
and other boundaries. We see this concern manifested in several ways here. The
overarching concern is the expanse of God’s intellect, and the ability of humans
to comprehend it: the spaces where the borders of divine knowledge rub up
against the boundaries of human perception.

This selection comes five pages into a sugya that, in classic Talmudic fash-
ion, spins off from a short Mishnaic passage about how to build a boundary
around a well in such a way that drawing water from it is an acceptable activity
on the Sabbath.* Even within the context of the sugya, as long and complex as
it is, this particular section feels like something of a surprise: amidst lengthy
discussion of the exact length of various perimeters and travel distances be-
tween locations, Rav Hisda presents a drash, or interpretive commentary, on a
verse from the Psalms. The link is verbal: the “width” of the commandment is at
stake here, and in the context of an almost mundane discussion of spatial sizes
and distance, the physical size of Zechariah’s scroll takes on a cosmic signifi-
cance, along with the fences and roads discussed earlier in the sugya.

Rav Hisda said, “Mari bar Mar would expound: What does this mean, “I have seen an end
for everything, but your commandment is very wide” (Psalm 119:96). David said this
thing, but he did not interpret it; Job said it, but he did not explain it; Ezekiel said it, but
he did not explain it, until Zechariah son of Iddo came, and explained it. David [as the
traditional author of the Psalms] said it, but did not explain it, as it is written: “I have seen
an end for everything, but your commandment is very wide.” Job said it, but he did not

54 m. Eruv. 2:1.
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explain it, as it is written: “Its [the end of the Almighty’s] measure is longer than the earth,
and wider than the sea” (Job 11:9).%

This is a particularly self-conscious bit of midrashic play. In asking for an inter-
pretation of Psalm 119:96, the classic move would be to interpret it with refer-
ence to another biblical verse that makes use of some of the same vocabulary, or
perhaps the same theme. Various verses from other biblical books are presented
here, but the drash rejects them all as having no explanatory power, until the
verse from Zechariah is brought forth: only with Zechariah is the notion of
“width” both quantified and defined. Before Zechariah is invoked, though,
verses from Job and Ezekiel are presented as being synonymous with Psalm
119:96. This synonymity is interesting, as it creates parallels where the reader
might not have seen them before, providing insight into just how the rabbis of
the Talmud chose to represent their own understanding (or one of their many
playful understandings) of the text.

The verse from Job provides two axes of measurement for the extent of the
divine measurement. Two large, seemingly endless, bodies are invoked: the
earth, and the sea. This is a classic literary merism, as the two are opposed in
such a way that suggests the totality of the world. Also important is the fact that
we are still not entirely sure what is being measured. The text from the Psalms
identifies the “commandment,” or mitzvah of God, but the verse from Job, espe-
cially in a decontextualized context, is much vaguer, and has no referent. We
can assume that the referent is the commandment from Psalms, but as the pas-
sage continues, it seems likely that the rabbis had something else in mind.

Ezekiel said it, but did not explain it, as it is written: “And he spread it out before me, and
it was written front and back, and written upon it were lamentations, dirges, and woe”
(Ezek. 2:10). Lamentations [ginnim]: This is the warning of the righteous in this world, and
thus he said, “It is a lamentation, and they lament with it” (Ezek. 32:16). Dirges [hegeh]:
This is the reward of the gift of the righteous in the future, and thus he said, “With the
melody [higgayon] of the lyre” (Ps. 92:4). Woe: This is the warning of the wicked in the fu-
ture, and thus he said, “Calamity [hoveh] upon calamity is coming” (Ezek. 7:26).°
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The addition of the scroll from Ezekiel is confusing. It differs in style from the
previous two prooftexts: individual words are re-interpreted with still more
prooftexts from different biblical books, and the verse in question does not con-
tain the root am/r-h-v, which signifies “width,” and is present in the initial
verse and the verse from Job. The Ezekiel interpretation, in fact, is almost iden-
tical to that found in the Sifre to Numbers, and indicates that this tradition cir-
culated between texts and tradents in late antiquity. It is possible, however, and
even likely, that it was inserted here not because of the texts that came before it,
but as an antecedent to the interpretation that came after. It is tied to the pas-
sage’s theme not through measurement, but through the materiality of a giant
scroll, and concern over its physical properties.

Until Zechariah son of Iddo came and interpreted it, as it is written: “And he said to me,
‘What do you see?’” And I said, ‘I see a flying scroll, twenty cubits long, and its width is ten
cubits,”” (Zechariah 5:2). And if you unfurl it, is it not twenty cubits by twenty cubits? And
it is written: “It was written front and back” (Ezekiel 2:10). And if you split it, how much
would it be — forty by forty cubits. And it is written: “Who measured the waters with his
palm, and the heavens with a span...?” (Isaiah 40:12). We find that the entire world is but
one three thousand two hundredth of the Torah.”’

The notion of “width” is finally concretized with Zechariah’s verse, and its in-
terpretation is linked to the cosmic valence of the Torah itself. The scroll is con-
flated with Ezekiel’s scroll, written front and back, and gone is any imagery of
consumption: rather, the scroll is either unrolled to its full length, or “peeled,”
the front split from the back so that both writing surfaces are visible at once,
and the size of the scroll doubled.*®

There seems to be a tradition lying behind this one, suggesting that the
scrolls of Zechariah and Ezekiel are the same scroll, and that they are God’s
Torah — or perhaps the original Torah. This idea, I think, helps us make sense
of the rest of the passage: the measurement of the world is given in God’s meas-
urements, the divine palm and span — and the divine Torah is significantly
larger than both of these. The entire world is but a small portion of the original
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Torah scroll in size, and it is also, suggestively, but a small portion of the divine
Torah scroll itself.

These rabbinic interpretations, spanning a time range from the first to the
fifth or sixth century, and a span of land from Palestine to Babylonia, show us a
range of understandings that are remarkably similar to each other. Even with
one early Palestinian tradition (Sifre Bamidbar 103:1) being reused wholesale in
the Babylonian Talmud, these teachings reveal a growing conception of
knowledge as material, and perhaps even artifactual. The scrolls, for us, stand
in as an index of how certain types of knowledge were received, transmitted,
and conceptualized. The absence of a tradition regarding the exact wording on
the scrolls is indicative of the way a conception of knowledge as material is
working in rabbinic interpretations of this motif.

Only in the Sifre tradition, repeated in the Bavli, is the content of the scroll
even mentioned. Rather than being specifically delineated, a verse from Ezekiel
is presented as a general summary of its contents: “dirges, lamentations, and
woe.” General as they are, however, two of these categories are textual types
that come with highly formal, stylized, and ritualized practices and actions:
dirges and lamentations. Both of these have their roots in traditions of commu-
nal mourning and lamentation,* and while such traditions might have changed
dramatically from the time of Ezekiel’s composition to the Tannaitic period, it is
clear that the rabbis participated in traditions of lamentation and mourning as
well.

The prophetic scrolls with writing are “artifactual,” and suggest a type of
knowledge, rather than something specific. Rabbinic interpretation focuses on
their material qualities, with size and location being the most prominent. The
knowledge they contain and transmit comes from the embodied reactions that
these scrolls are meant to engender: the lamentation of a particular city’s de-
struction, the dirge for a particular death or period of mourning. The Sotah
scroll presents a parallel example to this: in the Mishnah, the rabbis disagree
vehemently over the actual words that the scroll is meant to contain,* while the
ritual itself, at least in its broad strokes, is relatively stable.

Another common theme in the rabbinic reinterpretation and reuse of the
scrolls of Ezekiel and Zechariah is the focus on their size. The Bavli, as just
shown, uses the stated size of the scroll, and then expands it in order to connect
the size of the scroll to the size of the Torah itself — although in this case, the
Torah in question is a primordial Torah, and not a synagogue scroll. Leviticus

59 Olyan 2004, 29-39; 49-51.
60 m. Sotah 2:3-4.
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Rabbah connects the size of the scroll to the entrance to the Sanctuary, yet
again underscoring a connection between the image of the scroll and the par-
ticularity of knowledge relating to size and distance. This focus on numbers and
particularity appears in the later generations of rabbinic interpretation, rather
than in our earliest tradition; whether it represents a largescale development,
however, remains to be seen. What we can say, however, is that Leviticus Rab-
bah and the Babylonian Talmud both connect these prophetic scrolls to objects
with loaded ideological valences, and cosmic significance: the Temple and the
Torah. Those connections are made materially — through size, through shape,
and through proximity. Both of these referents, I think, are understood as mi-
crocosms — although in the Torah’s case, it might be more correct to say that it
is a macrocosm. Either way, the scroll in the prophetic vision is a model of
something larger that leads the reader towards it: the Temple, or the Torah,
which encompasses the world in turn. It is to this implicit connection between
the Torah and the world, and the Torah as the world, that I turn next, before
concluding.

5 A Blueprint of Wisdom

A well-known late ancient rabbinic midrash on the first verse of Genesis begins
not with sweeping claims of God’s majesty and power as the creator of the
world, but with a lexicographical query into a word that appears in Proverbs
8:30: pnr/amon.® Proverbs 8 is a lengthy discourse spoken by “Wisdom,” some-
times referred to as “Lady Wisdom;” in verse 30, she is charting her own pre-
existence of the universe, and her role in the divine creation. The verse in ques-
tion reads, “And I was at his side, an amon, and I was his delight every day,
playing before him at all times.” A few verses earlier, the speaker’s pre-
existence is made clear: she states, “I was there when he established the heav-
ens, when he set the horizon upon the ocean” (Proverbs 8:27). This context is
necessary for understanding the rabbinic readings for amon. Even alone, the
necessity of context combined with the formalized atomization present in the
rabbinic reading reveals a remarkable tension between orderly, narrative read-

61 Gen. Rabb. 1:1. The early rabbis were not the only interpreters to have difficulty with this
word, or even this entire passage: commentators disagree about its meaning. Michael V. Fox
presents possibilities that generally fall into three camps: “artisan,” as indicated by the rabbis,
“constant,” and “nursling” or “child” (which is the preference of the KJV and the NRSV). Fox
2000, 285-289.
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ing, and the broader rabbinic conception of scripture as an endless ocean of
verses in constant ebb and flow against each other. By attempting to define
amon in the context of the world’s creation, Genesis Rabbah is emphasizing one
aspect of Proverbs 8, even as it transports it to another biblical book entirely.

Rabbi Oshaya, in whose name the rabbinic tradition is given, provides three
possible translations for the rare word in question.® The first possibility is “tu-
tor,” translated with a Hebrew transliteration of the Greek paidagogos, »x1a.
The tradition goes on to list “hidden” and “great” as the other possibilities be-
fore offering an entirely different exegesis. This tradition, marked by the rabbin-
ic phrase “d’var aher,” or “another thing,”® relates the word oman to uman,
composed of the same consonants. It reads thus:

Another interpretation: oman is an uman. The Torah says, “I was the tool of the workman-
ship/faith of the Holy One, Blessed Be He.” In the custom of the world, when a human
king builds a palace, he does not build it from his own knowledge, but from the
knowledge of an uman, and the uman does not build it from his own knowledge, but he
has parchments and notebooks to know how to make rooms, how to make gates. Thus the
Holy One, Blessed Be He, looked at the Torah and created the world, and the Torah said
“In the beginning, God created” (Gen 1:1). And “beginning” means nothing other than
“Torah,” and how you might say, “God acquired me at the beginning of his way” (Prov
8:22).%

According to Rabbi Oshaya, we should read the first verse of Genesis as “With
the Beginning, God created,” and understand “Beginning” as the Torah: an
identification that the text makes explicitly, along with the connection of “To-
rah” with “wisdom.” It is a particularly material sort of wisdom, however: the
wisdom of a craftsman, who lays out plans and blueprints, creating conceptual
and physical models of what is to come. The Torah, according to the very begin-
ning of Genesis Rabbah, is nothing other than the physical blueprint of the
world. It is also synonymous with wisdom, and it is the beginning of all. The
world, then, is built on wisdom — but more than that, it is built with wisdom,
and from wisdom.

62 See above, n. 139.

63 A phrase which signifies a different interpretation of the same passage.
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The biblical book of Proverbs is marked at various points by a concern for
pedagogy and transmission: when read, the text itself speaks to the listener,
formulating itself as a collection of wisdom being transmitted from a father to
his children.® The text from Genesis Rabbah, likely dating from the fourth cen-
tury, expands and modifies Proverbs’ pedagogical bent. The text itself is the
transmitted teaching of one generation to the next; but Rabbi Oshaya adds to
that here, making the entire Torah, of which Proverbs is clearly part, into a
teacher, a covering, a sense of magnitude, and ultimately, a blueprint. The
transmission of knowledge from father to son becomes a part of the scaffolding
upon which the world is built, incorporating, in the process, the ideas of shelter
and enormity. The interplay between text-as-context and text-as-material is
dizzying; the reader is ultimately left with a sense of the rabbis’ understanding
of wisdom as a divine artifact and tool of creation, while at the same time being
the result of a process grounded in the basic realities of human existence.

This text highlights an important and under-examined feature of rabbinic
discourse: the fluidity with which intellectual qualities we consider abstract,
such as knowledge and wisdom, are portrayed as both physical, material sub-
stances and immaterial ideas. This fluidity can be ascribed, in part, to a slippage
that at times seems to occur between the method of transmission, and the mate-
rial being transmitted; Annette Reed has discussed this in earlier Jewish litera-
ture, particularly as a function of scribal discourse in the development of forms
of knowledge that constitute angels and demons.®® Aramaic literature in the
Second Temple period, she argues, was characterized by a close attention to
dynamics of how wisdom and knowledge was transmitted. Oral transmission
from teacher to student was prioritized, and written texts came to be understood
as material forms of this dynamic of transmission. Scrolls and texts were not
knowledge itself, but rather a material manifestation of the process by which
knowledge moved from one subject to the next.

Rabbinic discourses of pedagogy, transmission, and the construction of
knowledge make use of this discourse, which in turn makes use of older biblical
language and ideas about the inculcation of knowledge and wisdom between
subjects.” It adds additional layers, however, dependent on the context and
setting of a particular rabbinic text’s composition: amoraic texts from Palestine

65 There is much work on this subject, but see the overview in Fox 2000, 80-82 for a helpful
start.

66 Reed 2020, 113-115. Reed is here talking about the coalescence of ideologies of pedagogy
and transmission into attitudes about writing and material books.

67 Carr 2005, 126—-134.
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participate in the discourse of paideia, for example, while later Babylonian texts
situate knowledge as a product of formal academies — an intervention clearly
dependent on the establishment of the early Medieval Islamic academies.®® My
goal here has not been to disentangle and separate these discourses in a partic-
ular set of rabbinic texts: indeed, they are so closely intertwined that such an
enterprise would be ultimately meaningless. Rather, I present them as plausible
background for the shifting and elusive ways that late ancient rabbis spoke
about knowledge and wisdom as sometimes material, sometimes ephemeral,
sometimes concrete, and always precious.

Learning was described in a variety of manners in classical rabbinic litera-
ture, but a common way to describe it, consistent with some of the interpreta-
tions seen here, was with sheer physical size: a famous example describes the
intellect of an early generation as being as wide as the Temple gateway, the next
generation as wide as the sanctuary door, and the current generation as wide as
the eye of a needle.®” This highly material construction of knowledge was made
possible by an understanding of the realia of learning and reading — scrolls,
parchment, papyrus, pens, the human voice, memory — not just as texts to be
read or words to be heard, but rather as material objects that could signify in a
variety of ways. It is for this reason that the writing on the scrolls of Ezekiel and
Zechariah do not matter as much for what words are present: the fact of them,
and the fact of the scroll itself, signifies as much as a text might have, just in a
different fashion. This paper has served as a test case for this broad assertion: it
should be reasonably uncontroversial to point out that knowledge was material
for the rabbis, but analyzing the rabbinic interpretation of a few biblical passag-
es focused on prophetic visions of scrolls as bearers of knowledge helps to tease
out the specifics of that construction.

My contention here is both very large, and very small. My large claim is that
the rabbis understood knowledge as material: as something contained in mate-
rial, physical subjects and objects, that could be divided, subdivided, moved,
and removed. Its presence in those objects could be understood and drawn out.
In this way, the world is built on knowledge. My smaller claim, which hopefully
helps to bolster and serve as a foundation for the larger, is that rabbinic inter-
pretations of symbolic scrolls in prophetic texts are an aspect of this material
understanding of knowledge. These scrolls are more than symbolic: they are
urgent messages, containers of divine knowledge, and flying objects that are

68 For an overview of Palestinian rabbinic educational practices, see Hirshman 2012. On the
Babylonian context, the classic work is Goodblatt 1975. See also, however, Brody 1998.
69 b. Eruv. 53a.
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anything but floating signifiers. They are understood as concrete and real, and
every aspect of their materiality conveys information: while they are not neces-
sarily “better” left unread, understood properly, there is simply no need to read
them.
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Jeremiah Coogan

Tabular Thinking in Late Ancient Palestine:
Instrumentality, Work, and the Construction
of Knowledge

Abstract: In late antiquity, a revolution in information technology transformed
the practices and possibilities of knowledge. At the cutting edge of this devel-
opment, several third- and fourth-century figures in Roman Palestine deployed
the emerging technology of the column-and-row table as a novel tool of histori-
cal and literary scholarship. The Christian scholars Origen and Eusebius and the
rabbinic sages of the Palestinian Talmud adapted this specialist technology
from grammar and astronomy, and put it to work to structure complex textual
corpora. As a “textual machine,” the table generated new possibilities of
knowledge. Bringing together literary and material evidence, this study anal-
yses the “how” (working methods) and the “who” (human actors) involved in
these innovative late ancient projects. I interrogate the pragmatics and the eth-
ics of late ancient tabular thinking in order to locate these projects within
broader histories of knowledge construction, in late antiquity and beyond.

1 Introduction

In his 2011 monograph, Paper Machines: About Cards & Catalogs, 1548-1929,
Markus Krajewski narrates the development of card catalogues and similar in-
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dex systems, tracing a history of use and innovation that extends from the early
modern period to the twentieth century.! The invention of the card catalogue
enabled new practices of knowledge. Cataloguing systems facilitated the large-
scale categorization of information about people and things, with ramifications
far beyond the scholar’s study or the university library. One might think of
widespread systems for managing census and population data that emerged in
the later nineteenth century, of the emergence of income tax schemes (first
organized with card catalogues), or of the millions of individual cards used to
collect words and definitions for the Oxford English Dictionary or the Thesaurus
Linguae Latinae. Card catalogues provided an architecture to assemble infor-
mation from many sources and to coordinate the efforts of many people. These
“paper machines” offered new possibilities of organizing information and,
thereby, new ways of knowing the world.

The modern card catalogue was not the first such innovation in information
technology. The systematizing impulse of Krajewski’s “paper machines” has a
rich variety of ancient and medieval antecedents. Over the past decade, scholars
have analyzed diverse strategies for organizing a world that is “too much to
know”? and have mapped complex patterns of distributed cognition in Mediter-
ranean antiquity.’ Building on these developments, I examine the late ancient
emergence of the column-and-row table as a technology for constructing histor-
ical and literary knowledge. As part of a larger transformation of knowing in
late antiquity, the innovative deployment of the table afforded new spatial ap-
proaches to organizing information and producing knowledge.*

1 Krajewski 2011. For other recent histories of textual technologies, see Robertson 2019; Lynch/
Robertson 2021; Robertson 2021.

2 “Too much to know”: Blair 2010. Blair focuses on early modern reference books and the
navigational devices that helped people use them. (Eusebius of Caesarea’s fourth-century
Gospel apparatus, discussed below, is an earlier example of such a navigational device.) As
Blair demonstrates, these tools facilitated new projects of knowledge. In recent years, scholarly
interest in the history of organizing information has exploded. See Franklin-Brown 2012; Ken-
nedy 2016; Riggsby 2019; Dershowitz 2021; Reader 2021; Wellmon 2021.

3 The foundational work on distributed cognition is Hutchins 1995; Hutchins focuses on two
case studies of nautical navigation. On distributed cognition in the ancient Mediterranean, see
Anderson et al. 2019, as well as the ongoing work of Serafina Cuomo. Applying such cognitive
models to writing in the ancient Mediterranean (thinking about the “extended mind” of a
single human actor), see Yuen-Collingridge 2018.

4 On a “late ancient revolution” in information technology, see Riggsby 2019, 216—222. Signifi-
cant studies of late ancient transformations in textuality and knowledge include Grafton/
Williams 2006; Chin 2008; Chin/Vidas 2015b; Vidas 2017; Stefaniw 2019. On “affordances,” see
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Across fields from informatics to the history of science to literary studies,
scholars often distinguish between “information” and “knowledge.” On these
terms, information consists of (more or less) raw material, data that can be col-
lected, organized, analyzed, and so forth.® Knowledge is what people make out
of this information through a variety of practices, institutions, and technologies.
The distinction is not between “unmediated” or “objective” data and “con-
structed” or “subjective” knowledge. Both information and knowledge are con-
tingent. Collections of data are often flawed and inevitably partial. Knowledge is
inescapably situated, deploying concepts or models to make sense out of lim-
ited information for particular ends.” Given the contingency involved in every
aspect of cognition, a rigid division between information and knowledge will
not hold up to scrutiny. Instead, we might imagine a continuum, by which the
experienced data of the world are organized into increasingly complex and
embedded forms of knowledge. What is vital for the present project are the
technologies and the human knowers involved in structuring information into
new configurations and, thereby, in constructing knowledge. Knowledge takes
the shape that it does, in part, because of how people put it together.

Levine 2015, 6-7. This language derives from environmental psychologist James Gibson (Gib-
son 1966, developed in Gibson 1979, 127-137).

5 See, e.g., The Postclassicisms Collective 2020, 113-127 (“Knowing”); Wellmon 2021. The most
influential account is Kuhn 2012 [1962], building on Polanyi 1958. On knowing in late antiquity,
see Chin/Vidas 2015b. As Chin and Vidas write, recent scholarship has often understood “the
activity of knowing as thoroughly conditioned, indeed created, by larger patterns of discourse
and embedded in systems of social and cultural power” (2015a, 2). Leading the way in a major
development in the history of late antiquity, the essays in Chin and Vidas 2015b combine this
wider perspective with attention to specific, local, and embodied practices of knowing.

6 Debates continue about how to define and distinguish data, information, and knowledge.
Blair articulates a contrast between “discrete and small-sized items that have been removed
from their original contexts” — that is, information — and knowledge, which requires “an
independent knower” to make sense of that information (Blair 2010, 2). As discussed by Amsler
in the introduction to this volume, some draw a sharper distinction between (unsorted) “data”
and (minimally organized) “information.”

7 As Wellmon writes, knowledge deploys “concepts, methods, or theories” (often submerged
or unrecognized) in making sense of available information (2021, 134). For the language of
“situated knowledges,” see the foundational essay of Haraway 1988. As Haraway writes,
“[h]istories of science may be powerfully told as histories of the technologies. These technolo-
gies are ways of life, social orders, practices of visualization” (Haraway 1988, 587). Thinking
with Haraway, we might describe late ancient tabular thinking as a “situated knowledge”
emerging out of particular conditions and enabling particular possibilities because of its reli-
ance on particular configurations of human labor. “Practices of visualization” are particularly
relevant to the modes of knowing afforded by the table.
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In this study, I examine the role of tables in late ancient scholarship, inves-
tigating both the “how” (the technologies and working methods) and the “who”
(the human actors) involved in several innovative late ancient projects of
knowledge construction.® Attending to both the technologies and the human
actors involved in the construction of knowledge is crucial for understanding
the late ancient social and intellectual contexts in which people developed and
deployed this tabular mode of knowing.

The pragmatics and the ethics of knowledge cannot be separated. Technol-
ogies and practices for constructing knowledge are often collaborative, involv-
ing the labor, expertise, and agency of numerous individuals. This work is dis-
tributed across time, space, agents, and artifacts. As Chad Wellmon writes,
knowledge is “bound up not just in minds but also in media, technologies, prac-
tices, and institutions.” Yet ancient and modern projects of knowledge often
obscure the people, technologies, and processes involved in complex cognitive
work. The present study examines two different kinds of instrumentality: the
table as a late ancient tool of knowledge and the human knowers who made this
textual machine work. Scholars often overlook both as “merely” instrumental.
Both occlusions, moreover, reflect an aversion (ancient and modern) to the
embodiment of knowledge. Yet their ethical significance is not the same. To
obscure a technology (like the abacus, the drawing compass, or the column-
and-row table) differs dramatically from exploiting and erasing human agency
and labor. We must actively resist the dehumanizing fiction that Brendon Reay
calls “masterly extensibility,” which treats subordinated (often enslaved) indi-
viduals simply as tools, as extensions of the bodies and wills of others.”® The

8 Despite their enormous impact, late ancient tables have received scant attention and their
technological features remain under-analyzed; see, however, Grafton/Williams 2006, 86-232
(Origen and Eusebius); Crawford 2019, esp. 56-95 (Origen and Eusebius); Riggsby 2023 (Ori-
gen); Mansfeld/Runia 1997-2010, 1:111-116 (Ptolemy, Origen, and Eusebius); Coogan 2022
(grammar, Ptolemy, Origen, and Eusebius).

9 Wellmon 2021, 135. For an account of the interlocking structures of philology in nineteenth-
century Europe, involving “practices, instruments, and cooperation,” see Kurtz 2021, 751.
Kurtz’s account of varied instrumenta in the cooperative enterprise of philology offers a com-
parandum for late ancient knowing. Modern studies of distributed cognition illuminate how
teams of people collaborate with each other and with varied technologies to form complex
units for processing information and making decisions; these systems are not reducible to the
contributions of any single individual (Hutchins 1995).

10 While enslavement in the ancient Mediterranean differed in various ways from enslave-
ment in other contexts, we cannot overlook its exploitative nature. On “masterly extensibility,”
see Reay 2005. As described by Joseph Howley, the “despotic discourse” of the Roman Mediter-
ranean regarded human workers as cogs in a machine (Howley forthcoming). See, for example,
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erasure of technologies and bodies in favor of an idealized solitary thinker is
older than the Cartesian ideal of the European Enlightenment. It is grounded
not only in the buffered self of modernity, but in what Joseph Howley has de-
scribed as the “epistemic firewall” of ancient “despotic discourse,” which sepa-
rates the elite knower from the embodied labor of others." By attending to the
often-overlooked technologies involved in late ancient projects of knowledge
construction, I intend also to redirect attention to people whom we might oth-
erwise overlook.

In what follows, I define the table and describe its limited uses in Mediter-
ranean antiquity before the third century CE. Then I turn to a revolution in
knowledge that centers on figures working in third- and fourth-century Pales-
tine: Origen (ca. 185—ca. 255 CE) in the third century, Eusebius (ca. 260-339/40
CE) in the early fourth century, and the rabbinic sages associated with the Pales-
tinian Talmud (redacted late fourth century). These are among the first known
figures to organize texts using tables, but the tabularity of their projects has
often been neglected. After analyzing how these projects organize textual
knowledge, I conclude by discussing the social and intellectual implications of
late ancient tabular thinking.

2 Tables in the Roman Mediterranean

Modern readers encounter tables in manifold mundane contexts. We use them
as bus timetables and budgets, gradebooks and coffee shop menus. We might
find many everyday tasks inconvenient without this ubiquitous technology. But
familiarity may lead us to overlook how tables organize information. What is it
that makes the table such a powerful technology? Building on the work of An-

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1161a30-b6, which equates humans and physical tools. See
further Candida Moss on the textual interchangeability of enslaved catapult operators and the
catapults themselves in P. Berol. 11632 (Moss 2021b) and Sarah Blake on “prosthesis” as a
model for the exploitation of enslaved bodies in antiquity (Blake 2012). On ancient tendencies
to obscure and modern tendencies to ignore enslaved individuals in the Roman Mediterranean,
see Fitzgerald 2021. On how present-day scholars might acknowledge those whom sources
actively efface, see Dan-el Padilla Peralta’s description of “epistemicide” (Padilla Peralta 2020)
and the work of Moss (2021b), drawing on Saidiya Hartman’s “critical fabulation” (Hartman
2008).

11 Howley forthcoming. This is not only an ancient prejudice; compare Geoghegan 2020 on
the erasure of human cognitive work in modern information technologies. As Geoghegan
argues, this erasure is often racialized, gendered, and connected to other bodily difference.
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drew Riggsby, I define a table as a regular arrangement of columns and rows
that structures information in two directions."” The crucial feature is the table’s
bidirectional significance: one can read both vertically and horizontally to ob-
tain meaningful information. In these terms, the table differs from the list,
which structures material in only one direction.” Because the table generates
new meaningful juxtapositions, one can think with a table.

Although tables are familiar today, they were rare in the Roman Mediterra-
nean.” People used tables in a handful of specialized contexts; in each case,
tables were part of practical modes of knowing, embedded in particular com-
munities of practice. Tables are first attested in the Mediterranean world around
the turn of the era as a specialist technology for organizing scientific infor-
mation. Astronomical tables on papyrus are extant from the first century BCE.”
As Courtney Roby observes, the table was a mechanism for the collaborative
production and maintenance of knowledge. Because the requisite observational
time spans, especially without the precision of modern instruments, transcend
the lifetime of any human astronomer, astronomical tables require astronomers
to collaborate in collecting data and demand an information structure robust
enough to enable different contributors over time to integrate observational

12 Riggsby 2019, 44-45; cf. Coogan 2022, 40.

13 Note the subversive possibilities of the nonlinear reading afforded by the index or the table
of contents, e.g., Roy Gibson’s discussion of subversive reading engendered by the index in
manuscripts of Pliny (Gibson 2014). On nonlinear reading and late ancient tables of contents,
see Coogan 2021a; 2021b.

14 Riggsby argues that tables were “vanishingly rare” until the third century CE (Riggsby 2019,
43). He focuses on Latin sources (2019, 42—-82). Greek evidence in the first and second centuries
CE is more widespread, but Greek tables were still confined to handful of technical contexts.

15 The Handy Tables of the second-century CE astronomer Ptolemy are a well-attested and
successful example; see, inter alia, the papyrus fragments published in Jones 1999. Although I
focus on tables that organize literary and historical information, late ancient Christian figures
also used column-and-row tables for astronomical purposes. Paschal calculations offer some of
the earliest evidence for Christians using tables. Through Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History, we
discover third-century figures who employed mathematical astronomy to produce paschal
canons. Hippolytus of Rome prepared “a canon (kavova) for a sixteen-year cycle” (Eusebius,
Hist. eccl. 6.22.1) and Anatolius of Laodicea devised a nineteen-year cycle, published in a work
known as Kavdveg nepi tob ndoya (partially preserved in Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 7.32.14-19; cf.
Jerome, Vir. ill. 73), created ca. 264 CE. In addition to a Greek excerpt preserved by Eusebius, a
version of Anatolius’ work is preserved in the Hiberno-Latin treatise De ratione paschali (PG 10,
209-222). As reflected by this Latin version, Anatolius’ work contained a short treatise and two
tables: the first provided a lunar calendar; the second provided the dates of Easter for the
repeating cycle.



Tabular Thinking in Late Ancient Palestine == 63

data.’* While astronomical tables are attested first, we also find numerical tables
in geography, arithmetic, and other disciplines (té¢yvau).”

As part of the téxvn of grammar, tables also appeared in the schoolroom.
The table was part of the toolbox of the grammarian, used for declension tables
and glossaries.” As Eleanor Dickey has demonstrated, arranging parallel texts
in adjacent columns was an innovation that emerged out of ancient language
learning, especially as a way of organizing bilingual information.” Prior to the
third century CE, however, we do not find the table as a technology for coordi-
nating multiple texts.

As we consider late ancient tables, there are two things to observe. First,
there are actual tables — composed of columns and rows, populated with in-
formation. Second, numerous late ancient texts reflect tabular dynamics of
vertical sequence and horizontal comparison even when no formal column-and-
row tables are preserved. Both kinds of evidence impel us to attend to the tech-
nological practices and the social structures involved in the construction of
knowledge.

3 Origen’s Hexapla

In the third and fourth centuries CE, multiple scholars based in Caesarea Mari-
tima in Roman Palestine experimented with tables. Origen of Alexandria and —
as [ argue — a number of collaborators aligned multiple versions of Hebrew and
Greek scriptures in a massive tabular project known as the Hexapla (“sixfold”).°
The Hexapla correlated divergent but roughly parallel texts: Hebrew scriptures
and several Greek translations. Following initial Greek translations of Hebrew

16 Roby 2019, 43-44. Ptolemy similarly describes tabular arrangement as a way of inviting
subsequent correction (810pOwotg) and refinement of geographical data. In Geogr. 2.1.3, he
invites subsequent users of his tables to correct the positional data and describes how his table
can facilitate this revision.

17 See, e.g., Cribiore 1993; Roby 2018; Azzarello 2019. We find a handful of related uses: mili-
tary duty rosters, surveying grids, and so forth; see Riggsby 2019, 50, 52.

18 Dickey et al. 2013; Dickey 2015; 2019. Classroom tables are not discussed in Morgan 1998 or
Cribiore 2001.

19 Dickey 2015; cf. Brock 1970.

20 On Origen and the table, see Riggsby 2023; Mansfeld/Runia 1997-2010, 1:111-116; Grafton/
Williams 2006; Crawford 2015, revised and expanded in Crawford 2019, 57-74; Coogan 2022,
42-47. Other important discussions of Origen’s textual scholarship (e.g., Neuschifer 1987;
Martens 2012) do not engage the table as a technology.
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scriptures beginning in the third century BCE, subsequent revisions had been
made using various Hebrew texts. Different translation techniques and several
distinct projects of revision led to a situation of textual diversity in Greek. While
multiple texts were conceptually parallel, they often differed in detail and se-
quence. Origen responded to this complex situation with a table, using parallel
columns to juxtapose multiple Greek versions with a Hebrew text.

The format of the Hexapla is unfortunately attested only by muddled liter-
ary descriptions and by two partial and palimpsested manuscripts,” one from
the Cairo Genizah and the other in the Ambrosian Library in Milan.”? They date
from the seventh and ninth centuries CE, respectively. Both contain parts of the
Psalms. Although the manuscripts are fragmentary, they enable us to recon-
struct how Origen’s project appeared on the manuscript page. Across every two-
page opening, the Hexapla included six columns: a Hebrew text, a translitera-
tion of the vocalized text into Greek characters, and four Greek translations.”

Although the Hexapla was an ambitious project of textual scholarship, it is
unlikely that it was ever intended for distribution. Neither a handy vade mecum
like ancient astronomical tables nor an ephemeral classroom genre like the
grammatical table, the Hexapla was enormous. Anthony Grafton and Megan
Williams estimate that a Hexapla containing the whole Hebrew Bible would

21 Ancient references to the Hexapla and Tetrapla are assembled in Field 1964 [1875], 1.xii.
They include Origen, Comm. Matt. 15.14; Ep. Afr. 1-5; Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.16.1-4; Epiphanius,
Mens. 7 [Greek ed. Moutsoulas 1973, 164-165; Syriac ed. Dean 1935, 21-22 (50c-d)]; Pan. 64.3.5—
7; Jerome, Comm. Tit. 3.9; Ep. 102; Vir. ill. 54. On these sources and the history of scholarship,
see Grafton/Williams 2006, 86-133.

22 The first manuscript (Rahlfs 2005) is Cambridge University Library Taylor-Schechter 12.182
(LDAB 3490; editio princeps: Taylor 1900, 1-50). The second manuscript (Rahlfs 1098) is Milan,
MS Ambrosianus O. 39 sup. (editio princeps: Mercati 1958). Three other manuscripts preserve
very limited evidence for the Hexapla’s columnar format: Rome, Vat. Barb. gr. 549 (Rahlfs 86),
esp. fol. 94v; Milan, MS Ambrosianus B. 106. sup. (Rahlfs 113), fol. 7v; and Rome, Vat. gr. 1747
(Rahlfs 271), p. IIL. (I am grateful to Benjamin Kantor for discussing these three manuscripts
with me.) Other manuscripts attest the Hexapla indirectly or include readings from multiple
Greek versions, but do not reflect the tabular format of Origen’s project. An important example
is the fourth-century P. Amh. Gr. I.3c (Rahlfs 912; LDAB 3475), which preserves Gen 1:1-5 in Old
Greek and Aquila.

23 For some biblical books (especially the Psalms and Minor Prophets), further Greek transla-
tions were included as additional columns. See Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.16.2—-3; Epiphanius,
Mens. 7 [Greek ed. Moutsoulas 1973, 164-165; Syriac ed. Dean 1935, 21-22 (50c—d)]; Pan. 64.3.6;
Jerome, Comm. Tit. 3.9. These additional columns are not preserved in the extant Hexapla
manuscripts.



Tabular Thinking in Late Ancient Palestine =—— 65

require forty codex volumes of 400 pages each.” Although the Hexapla might
have been copied, late ancient authors describe consulting it in Caesarea rather
than using manuscripts elsewhere.”

As a table for organizing multi-lingual information, the Hexapla resembled
earlier tabular glossaries and bilingual texts.? Origen might have known such
tabular layouts from language pedagogy during his own education or during his
career as a teacher.” Some scholars have proposed that Origen devised his Hex-
apla as a tool for learning to read the Hebrew scriptures.?® This is unlikely. In-
cluding four or more Greek columns would have been superfluous if the Hexa-
pla was primarily a crib; a single translation would suffice. Origen’s decision to
employ a framework primarily used for language learning does not require that
the Hexapla was a tool for learning Hebrew. Others have more plausibly pro-
posed that — regardless of Origen’s own purposes for his project — his Hexapla
was inspired by, or even built upon, existing bilingual tables designed to help
readers access the Hebrew text. Nonetheless, the expansive project cannot be
reduced to a tool for language pedagogy.

The Hexapla was an innovative matrix that coordinated textual data in two
dimensions. A user could read horizontally across any row to compare the word-
ing of a unit and could also consult each text vertically in its own column. This
novel tabular arrangement afforded systematic comparison while preserving the
possibility of linear reading.”? The massive table made existing information

24 This estimate is based on the forty-line, complete-opening format of the Cairo palimpsest,
in comparison with similar features in the Milan palimpsest; see Grafton/Williams 2006, 88.
This extensive project would have been beyond the financial means of most. Questions of what
exactly constituted the “Hebrew Bible” at this stage (and for whom) do not substantially
change the massive size of the project.

25 The ambitious project may never have been completed. Pamphilus and Eusebius were
working on it more than fifty years after Origen’s death. See the colophons discussed in Graf-
ton/Williams 2006, 324 n. 42 and, more extensively, in Marsh 2023.

26 Sebastian Brock perceptively suggested more than fifty years ago that the Hexapla was
analogous to Latin-Greek parallel texts of Vergil (Brock 1970).

27 According to a farewell panegyric offered by one of his students, Origen’s teaching includ-
ed astronomy and geometry ([Pseudo-]Gregory, Orat. paneg. 8); both disciplines employed
tables. Note Origen’s emphasis on the value of astronomy and geometry in Ep. Greg. 1. Compare
later reports of Origen’s pedagogical breadth in Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.18.2—4 and Jerome, Vir.
ill. 54. On the scope of Origen’s own education, see Epiphanius, Pan. 64.1.1-2.

28 See the summary of positions in Martin 2004; Grafton/Williams 2006.

29 AsJames VanderKam observes, reading linearly down the page at forty words per opening
would be inconvenient when done for any length of time. While the possibility of vertical
reading puts each horizontal row in meaningful context and enables the painstaking labor of
producing an edition, the Hexapla is not designed to be read in extenso. Cf. Martens 2012, 46.
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available for new uses. The Hexapla was a purpose-built textual machine for a
specific project, designed to facilitate comparison of parallel texts. As Francesca
Schironi and Peter Gentry have both argued, the Hexapla juxtaposed Greek and
Hebrew versions as a massive preparatory stage for the production of the Tetra-
pla, a non-columnar edited text (k8oa1g) of the Greek Bible supplied with criti-
cal signs and marginal annotations of variant readings.’® This instrumental role
may explain why ancient descriptions of Origen’s project devote so little atten-
tion to its tabular features. The Hexapla was not the finished product. Instead, it
was a ground-breaking textual machine that deployed the technology of the
table to afford the efficient, systematic comparison of parallel texts.

The technology of the table was crucial in another way, as well. The Hexa-
pla’s tabular format enabled collaboration. As a grid for textual data, it allowed
multiple individuals to fill in the matrix.>' As Andrew Riggsby observes, “[I]t is
possible to come up with a table by introspection, but it is easier with a pen and
pencil, and easier still in an environment in which different people are adding
information to a given document at different times.”® The simultaneous in-
volvement of multiple individuals facilitated Origen’s ambitious project.”® De-
bates about the purpose and production of the Hexapla often center on Origen’s
own knowledge of Hebrew. But in light of tabular collaboration, this is unneces-
sary. Origen’s linguistic competence is less important than the availability of
one or more unacknowledged collaborators who did have the requisite skills.

30 Schironi 2012; 2015; Gentry 2016. The clearest evidence for the text-critical purpose of Ori-
gen’s project and for the intermediate function of the Hexapla derives from the presence (and
absence) of critical signs. So-called Aristarchean signs appear in Origen’s discussion of his
project, in other late ancient literary evidence referring to the Hexapla, and in a number of
manuscripts of the Greek scriptures. They do not appear in the manuscript evidence for a co-
lumnar Hexapla. Nor should we expect them to. Aristarchean signs marked additions, omis-
sions, or transpositions, but indicating these phenomena with critical signs was redundant in a
table where the reader could visually compare the running texts. The table enables users to
visualize textual similarity, difference, and correspondence. The signs belong instead in Ori-
gen’s critical edition, where a single text is annotated with alternate readings, additions, and
omissions — all marked with sigla. Such an arrangement is visible in P. Grenf. 1.5, which dates
from the later third or early fourth century CE (Schironi 2015). The critical signs are the result of
using the Hexapla to create a new text.

31 In his model of distributed cognition, Hutchins identifies the cognitive process as occurring
both in the mind and outside the body of the participants, mediated through varied external
devices or representations (Hutchins 1995, 292). That is precisely what we see here.

32 Riggsby 2023.

33 Compare the exploitation of enslaved workers which enabled the prodigious intellectual
output of Pliny the Elder. Pliny “did all this work — reading, searching, comparing, excerpting,
compiling — with the assistance of an enslaved staff” (Howley 2020, 23).
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Origen’s technological approach relates directly to the collaborative context of
textual production. In terms of distributed cognition, the table’s unifying infor-
mation structure coordinates multiple forms of expertise. Table technology
enables the Hexapla to be what Hutchins describes as an “open tool,” subject to
use and verification by more than one individual.** The Hexapla reflects a mode
of textual scholarship, a practice of constructing knowledge, that involves the
labor of multiple individuals.

Modern scholars tend to imagine collaborative projects in antiquity as the
results of school circles, and this may sometimes be the case.” But a collabora-
tive process need not imply willing students. Might we imagine other configura-
tions of labor and agency? According to Eusebius, Epiphanius, and Jerome,
Origen exploited the work of at least fourteen enslaved individuals as scribes
and copyists.® We should not ignore this fact in scholarship on the massive
editorial project that produced the Hexapla and Tetrapla. The table provided a
way to coordinate a complex working process involving many hands and eyes.”
It organized the skill and labor of these unacknowledged workers to offer new
architectures of knowledge.

34 Hutchins 1995, 170.

35 I diverge from Riggsby (Riggsby 2023), who hypothesizes that the Hexapla evokes a class-
room environment with the reader in a student position vis-a-vis Origen. While this may be the
result for the rare individuals to encounter the Hexapla later — including figures like Eusebius
who imagined themselves as the students of Origen — it does not offer the best model for the
initial production of the Hexapla. On the idea of a Caesarean “school” under Origen: Hist. eccl.
6.32 and 6.36 with Knauber 1968; Crouzel 1970; Neuschifer 1987; Jacobsen 2012; Martens 2012;
Penland 2013; Schott 2013a; 2013b; Rogers 2017; Bébler 2018; Satran 2018. On Jewish and Chris-
tian scholarly circles in Caesarea more broadly: Lapin 2005. Lapin cautions against attributing
undue institutional status to the circles around Origen and Pamphilus. As Rogers and Penland
both emphasize, much of what we know about Origen’s circle reflects Eusebius’ retrojection
and requires caution.

36 Eusebius, Hist. eccl. 6.18.1-2; 6.23.1-2; cf. 6.36.1; Epiphanius, Pan. 64.3.4 [Holl 1915-2006,
2.405-406]; Jerome, Ep. 43.1; Vir. ill. 56; 61.3. Origen often receives exclusive recognition for
the work of these specialists, funded by his patron Ambrose. On enslavement and early Chris-
tian literary production, see Haines-Eitzen 1998; Moss 2021a.

37 Given Origen’s exploitation of enslaved literary workers and the prevalence of elite dicta-
tion (on which see, e.g., Arns 1953, 37-62; Herescu 1956; Schlumberger 1976; Horsfall 1995;
McDonnell 1996; Cavallo 2000; Dorandi 2000), we might expect that Origen relied on enslaved
workers in the production of the Tetrapla also.
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4 Eusebius’ Tables

Another scholar from late ancient Palestine, Eusebius of Caesarea, deployed the
table for innovative projects of knowledge construction. Working in the first half
of the fourth century, Eusebius devised a number of tabular projects, including
his Chronological Tables, which synchronized events from world history, and
his Gospel canons, a set of cross-reference tables that coordinated the four New
Testament Gospels.® Both of these projects deployed the emergent technology
of the table to configure existing material in innovative ways and to invite new
possibilities of historical and textual knowledge.

Eusebius’ Chronological Tables (Xpovikol kavoves) organized world history,
synchronizing events, eras, and empires in parallel columns. Synthesizing nu-
merous sources, they structured historical data into a framework that coordi-
nates both time and space: the linear movement of time proceeds vertically,
while geographical distinctions are represented horizontally.” Like Origen’s
Hexapla and earlier linguistic tables, the Chronological Tables deployed the
technology of the table to organize cross-cultural and cross-linguistic infor-
mation. Parallel columns often reflect distinct sources. (As we saw with the
Hexapla, here also the table may coordinate not only varied sources but also the
labor of multiple collaborators.) The Chronological Tables were distributed as
the second half of Eusebius’ two-part Chronography; the massive table in the
second volume structures the various regnal lists and other chronological data
that are excerpted, summarized, and annotated in the first volume.* The Chron-
ological Tables, like the Hexapla, are a textual machine. But while the Hexapla
was preparatory to a conventional edition, Eusebius innovates by publishing
his tabular project as the product. This is a form of open data: Eusebius con-
structed a database to organize his research and made this available to subse-
quent readers, facilitating ongoing use and adaptation of the Chronological

38 In the preface to his Onomasticon, Eusebius describes another potentially tabular project, a
glossary of Hebrew and Greek place names. Another work attributed to Eusebius, his Psalms
Pinax, categorizes individual psalms by attributed authorship; this work is a list rather than a
table. The text is published in Wallraff 2013. The sole extant copy (titled Iivag xtebeig OO
EvoeBeiov Tob apgilov) is a prefatory paratext to the Psalter in the tenth-century manuscript
Oxford, Bodleian Library, Auct. D. 4. 1, fols 24v-25r.

39 On the Chronological Tables (sometimes known as the Chronicon) and information technol-
ogy, see Grafton/Williams 2006; Grafton/Rosenberg 2010; Riggsby 2019, 218—222; Coogan 2022,
54-56.

40 On the exploitation of enslaved workers for excerpting and note-taking, see Howley 2020,
23.
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Tables and also subsequent production of historiographic texts by others.”" The
Chronological Tables organize their disparate sources to offer a particular vision
of divinely ordered history, culminating in a single column for a unified imperi-
um. The instrumental, tabular medium of the project, inviting ongoing appro-
priation and reconfiguration, amplified the influence of the Eusebian teleology
expressed in the information architecture of the Chronological Tables.”

Another of Eusebius’ projects, his Gospel canons, was massively successful
from late antiquity until the modern period.” This set of ten tables (“canons”
offers a system of cross-references for reading the Gospels according to Mat-
thew, Mark, Luke, and John as a single fourfold whole. Eusebius’ Gospel canons
are the first system of cross-references ever devised. Eusebius’ canons resemble
Origen’s Hexapla in their aim of organizing parallel texts. Yet Eusebius’ project
differs in crucial ways. Rather than rearranging the Gospels into a single mas-
sive table, Eusebius provided a system of marginal numbers that segment the
four New Testament Gospels into sections.* The ten tables correlate these num-
bered sections.”” Each number metonymically represents a section of Gospel
text. The tables thus encapsulate the relationships between the four Gospels on
just a few pages. In this, Eusebius’ succinct system resembles a handy glossary
or a set of astronomical tables more than it resembles the expansive datasets of
the Hexapla or the Chronological Tables. The result is an elegant tool for tabular
reading. Each linear (“vertical”) Gospel text remains intact, expanded by a par-

41 Eusebius provided an information architecture that would be updated and expanded by
others, including Jerome of Stridon’s translation into Latin, an early translation into Armenian,
and various later Greek, Latin, and Syriac chronographies; see Adler 1989; Grafton/Williams
2006.

42 On the theological and political implications of Eusebius’ project, see Crawford 2020 (with
cited sources).

43 On Eusebius’ Gospel canons, see especially Grafton/Williams 2006; Coogan 2017; Crawford
2019; Coogan 2022.

44 The marginal annotations consist of two numbers for each section. The first number enu-
merates sections in each Gospel sequentially from the beginning of that Gospel. The second
number identifies which of the ten reference tables coordinates a section with parallel sections
from other Gospels.

45 Each of Eusebius’ ten canons organizes a different pattern of relationships. Canon I tabu-
lates material found in all four Gospels. Canons II-1V identify material found in various combi-
nations of three Gospels. Canons V-IX identify material found in various combinations of two
Gospels. Canon X consists of four sections, each identifying material found in one Gospel only.
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atextual reference system that invites the reader to compare parallels horizon-
tally.

Eusebius’ innovative tabular instrumentum studiorum enables the reader to
identify parallel material and to read in new sequences. Moreover, because the
ten canons each map different configurations of parallels, Eusebius’ apparatus
prompted varied projects of pattern-oriented “distant reading” in late ancient
and medieval scholarship on both the Gospels and other texts.”” Through the
widespread transmission of the Eusebian system, tabular reading became part
of the Gospel book itself, inviting ongoing engagement by readers in late antig-
uity and beyond.*®

Both of these Eusebian projects are complex tabular systems for managing
interrelated bodies of information, and perhaps for coordinating the labor of
multiple human bodies. We know less about the human and economic condi-
tions of Eusebius’ oeuvre than we do for Origen’s.”” Yet, in light of the wide-
spread exploitation of enslaved literary workers in the Roman Mediterranean
and the use of the table as a tool of collaboration, Eusebius’ tabular projects
may have similarly depended on the unacknowledged work and expertise of
others.”® The table emerges again as a textual machine that both coordinates

46 As traced in Crawford 2019 and Coogan 2022, numerous readers through late antiquity and
the Middle Ages, encountering the Gospels in over a dozen languages, used Eusebius’ Gospel
canons for tabular reading.

47 By “distant reading” I mean pattern-oriented analysis of large corpora (often in visual or
quantitative ways), as opposed to the “close reading” that often characterizes textual scholar-
ship. With the advent of digital humanities, distant reading sometimes studies corpora too
large to analyze efficiently without computers, but it need not involve computers per se (see
Piper 2020). For examples of late ancient and medieval distant reading using the Eusebian
apparatus, see Coogan 2022, 33-36.

48 Eusebius’ Gospel tables are developed in part from an earlier project devised by Ammonius
of Alexandria, who had rearranged the Gospels into parallel layout. See Crawford 2019, 56-95;
Coogan 2022, 59-93.

49 A Life of Eusebius reportedly penned by his successor Acacius is lost; the work is mentioned
by the fifth-century historian Socrates of Constantinople, Hist. eccl. 2.4.

50 This is especially true for the Chronological Tables, where the tabular structure might have
provided a framework to organize the labor of multiple collaborators and multiple written
sources. Elsewhere in Eusebius’ corpus, we also discern the traces of uncredited workers. See
Schott 2013b, 358-359, arguing that Eusebius’ Praep. ev. reflects the work of multiple individu-
als. One might propose that these uncredited assistants were students or fellow clergy rather
than enslaved or servile literary workers. Yet, given what we know about the role of enslave-
ment in ancient reading and writing, we must resist the tendency to privilege the more palata-
ble alternative in historical reconstructions.
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existing information and facilitates new projects of constructing knowledge by a
range of different users.

5 Tabular Thinking in the Palestinian Talmud

Origen, Eusebius, and their uncredited collaborators deployed the technology of
the table for innovative modes of textual scholarship. But late ancient Palestine
offers further examples that reflect tabular thinking, even though physically
inscribed tables are not preserved in the extant sources. When we read closely,
we find that the rabbinic sages who figure in the Palestinian Talmud were en-
gaged in constructing knowledge with columns and rows.” The technology of
the table again invites us to examine both modes of knowledge and human
knowers.

The Amoraic sages addressed several of the same conceptual and textual
problems that Origen and Eusebius did.”®> They were, as Moulie Vidas argues,
engaged in “the development of a set of scholarly tools and formulations which
address access to or textual problems with rabbinic traditions, a development
which resembles in some sense what we find in ‘book cultures’ of other scholar-
ly traditions.” This innovation was interwoven with another one, “the devel-
opment of a discourse that centered on the way rabbinic knowledge was pro-
duced or generated by specific individuals or groups rather than by
undifferentiated processes of transmission and production.” The scholarly

51 The text dates in something like its current form to the late fourth century. On the date of
the Palestinian Talmud and the material that it contains, see Strack et al. 1996, 171-176. The
traditional periodization of figures and texts locates the Palestinian Talmud in the Amoraic
period (ca. 200-500 CE). The material that reflects tabular thinking is overwhelmingly attribut-
ed to Amoraic sages rather than to those of the earlier Tannaitic period.

52 Given the importance of tabularity for ancient astronomy, it is striking that we lack evi-
dence for late ancient rabbinic use of astronomical tables. This might reflect both the instru-
mentality of such tables (such that, once consulted, the tables did not need to be mentioned in
rabbinic discussions of astronomical and calendrical questions) and the limited range of gen-
res that characterize the extant early rabbinic corpus. While a lunar phase diagram is men-
tioned in m. Ro$ Has. 2:8 (see Leicht 2014), reference tables do not appear in Tannaitic or Amo-
raic texts. Medieval rabbinic texts employ tables (Stern and Burnett 2014).

53 Vidas 2017, 28. The analogy is strengthened if we understand the figure of the rabbi to
replace the physical book as a locus of textual knowledge (Dohrmann 2020, §§ 32-34). Organiz-
ing rabbinic dicta thus becomes equivalent to organizing parallel texts.

54 Vidas 2017, 28.
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projects of Origen, Eusebius, and their collaborators — which organized parallel
literary texts and historical sources — correspond to both of these transitions
that Vidas identifies.

The rabbinic sages of 3rd- and 4th-century Palestine reflect an analogous
mode of tabular thinking. This parallel pattern of rabbinic thought does not
require direct interaction between early Christian figures like Origen or Eusebi-
us and their respective rabbinic contemporaries.” Nor do I argue that the tabu-
lar thinking of these third- and fourth-century Palestinian sages depends on the
better-attested tabular projects of their Christian contemporaries. It suffices that
these figures all participated in the rapid transformations in textuality and
knowledge that were taking place in the late ancient Mediterranean world. The
Hexapla, the Chronological Tables, the Eusebian canons, and the Palestinian
Talmud each reflect this late ancient shift in knowing.

In light of these broader developments, I develop the implications of an ex-
ample first identified by Moulie Vidas: the language of nuw (shitah; xv'w in
Aramaic).”® The term has its basic meaning as something like “line.” In Jewish
Palestinian Aramaic it appears as an inscriptional term, almost always in the
plural. It refers to “lines” ('u'w) of writing in bills of divorce or other legal doc-
uments (e.g., y. B. Bat. 10:1, 17c; y. Git. 3:2, 44d; y. Git. 9:6, 50c). Instructions for
writing a Torah scroll stipulate that four (horizontal) “lines” or “rows” (j'0'w)
must be left between books of the Pentateuch (e.g., y. Meg. 1:8, 71d). The term
nL'w can also refer to a vertical column of text. The most common example is in
discussions of bilingual bills of divorce, in which Greek and Hebrew columns
are placed side by side (e.g., y. B. Bat. 10:1, 17¢). This, we note, approximates the
format of the multi-column translations discussed above: tabularity is, again,
about organizing linguistically divergent information in a shared space. In
short, the nu'w appears both as the horizontal inscriptional line (that is, the
row) and as the vertical column of text.

55 Scholarship over the past half-century (e.g., Baer 1961; de Lange 1976; Kimelman 1980;
Horbury 2014) has frequently proposed direct exchange, especially between Origen and his
contemporaries. On Origen’s exchanges with “sages” (cogofi), see Ep. Afr. 6-7. Note also
Niehoff 2019 on R. Abbahu (“most likely active under Diocletian,” 297), who is depicted in
Amoraic literature as knowing Greek and engaging in the Roman legal-administrative culture
of third-century Caesarea; R. Abbahu was Eusebius’ contemporary. Some rabbinic circles
operated in similar ways to the rhetorical circles of the Second Sophistic or to the philosophical
circles around figures like Plotinus, Origen, and Eusebius; see Tropper 2004; Lapin 2005;
Hidary 2017.

56 Vidas 2017. I am grateful to Moulie Vidas for discussing his work on nu'w with me in June
2018.
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But nu'w also appears in conceptual contexts that do not describe physical
writing. Frequently it refers to a “line” of thought. For example, “they answered
him by his nu'w: ‘by your now [...]"”” (y. Shevu. 9:9, 39a). Such usages lead to
the gloss “usage, system” that appears in modern lexica of late ancient Hebrew
and Aramaic.” We see a reflection of this systematizing impulse at various
points in the Palestinian Talmud. A school or line of thought can be described
as a nu'w (e.g., y. Demai 3:4, 23c; y. Pe’ah 7:6, 20b).”® In some cases, the term
describes the logical extension of a “line” of thinking (e.g., y. Or. 1:1, 60d). Of-
ten, it is used when a sage steps out of line or breaks his system. We read re-
peatedly “there he says” ('Ix x1n an) but “here he says” (]on ‘Ix XIn X21); to de-
scribe such inconsistencies, the Palestinian Talmud tells us that the sage’s no'w
has been “changed” or “exchanged” (using no7nmm or another passive form of
the verb g7n).” This usage does not appear in the Mishnah or in other Tannait-
ic literature, suggesting that it emerges in Amoraic (that is, late ancient)
thought. In reaching two apparently inconsistent halakhic conclusions, a sage
is imagined to switch one “line” (hnu'w) of thinking for another. A sage who
ordinarily rules in one way (corresponding to one column) might diverge from
the norm for a given question (a particular row on the table) and offer an opin-
ion that corresponds to the other imagined column. (We might imagine a
“strict” column and a “lenient” column for a given halakhic question, although
stringency and leniency are not the only possible categories.) This idiom — and
its relevance for tabular thinking — becomes clearer in the occasional cases
when two sages are imagined exchanging |'0'w with one another (e.g., y. Shabb.
12:5, 13d). The mode of thinking reflects not simply a notional column (nv'w),
but multiple columns in parallel, a meaningful table that works both down and
across. Pattern-oriented halakhic analysis is systematized into a tabular struc-
ture of rows and columns.

This rabbinic idiom corresponds with the developments in late ancient tab-
ular thinking that I have traced in the work of Origen, Eusebius, and their col-
laborators. Yet we lack direct evidence that the sages or their disciples were

57 This is the first entry in Sokoloff’s Dictionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic (Sokoloff 2002,
547a) and the second in the Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (http:cal.huc.edu; accessed 11
October 2018). This usage appears frequently in Palestinian and Babylonian texts. “System” or
“method” also happens to be the normal meaning in modern Hebrew.

58 For discussion of this terminology, but without engaging its tabularity, see Moscovitz 2009,
422425,

59 For example, in y. Pe’ah 7:5, 20b, the redactional voice informs the reader that the nu'w of
R. Judah has changed. The passage goes on to attempt to resolve the contradiction; the table is
used first to map a perceived inconsistency in the system and then to restore consistency to it.
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drawing tables — on wax tablets, parchment notebooks, or any other medium.*°
The spatial mode of constructing knowledge reflected in the language of nu'w
may instead have been an ephemeral schoolroom exercise, similar to drawing a
grammatical paradigm or a multiplication table. Even so, it is far easier to draw
out such ideas — on a chalkboard for us, on a wax tablet or a dusty floor for our
ancient predecessors — than to imagine or discuss them in the “pure abstract.”®
This mode of tabular thinking requires visualization to work.

These tables are not, insofar as we can discern, part of the literary output of
rabbinic thought.”> We do not see the rabbinic table deployed as a published
instrumentum, nor do we discern its systematic use in large-scale (“industrial,”
as it were) projects of knowledge production. In its non-publication, the table of
halakhic opinions is distinct from astronomical tables or the Eusebian Gospel
canons. It differs even from the Hexapla, which was an intermediate product

60 Several scholars have proposed that sages and their students employed such media in the
process of teaching and learning. Taking notes and reviewing lectures using tablets or note-
books were widespread practices around the Roman Mediterranean (e.g., Arrian’s Discourses of
Epictetus; cf. Wollenberg 2017 on rabbinic use of written texts as aides-mémoires). These tech-
nologies were available to the rabbinic sages. The writing tablet (x7210) appears frequently in
rabbinic texts. The parchment notebook (x"no7) also appears (e.g., m. Sotah 2:3). On a couple
of occasions, the Palestinian Talmud records halakhic appeal to material recorded in a note-
book (oj719 = miva) (y. Ma’as. 2:4, 49d; y. Kil. 1:1, 27a). As Natalie Dohrmann summarizes, “It is
clear from the literary remains that [the sages’] teachings reached colleagues and acolytes,
were collected, copied into notebooks, memoires, and curricula, excerpted, combined, and
reissued in a range of new contexts” (Dohrmann 2020, § 34). We might imagine that such notes
included sketched out tables or other diagrams as well. More speculative have been proposals
about the relationship between such ephemeral notes and the eventual transmitted rabbinic
corpora (e.g., Jaffee 2001, 140-147). As Dohrmann argues, although early rabbinic corpora
elide many textual practices to present a dramatically narrowed bibliographic universe, the
rabbinic “sense of foreboding in the face of the proliferation of knowledge” and the corre-
sponding “attempt to manage” this complexity reflect the broader landscape of Roman imperi-
al textuality (Dohrmann 2020, § 37). If rabbinic book-phobia participates in the pervasive anxi-
eties of imperial Roman textuality (rather than indicating a complete retreat from textuality
itself), then this should not mislead us into imagining that the sages lacked access to varied
technologies for taking notes, reviewing material, or analyzing data.

61 Compare Netz 2002 on the physical manipulation of ideas. (Serafina Cuomo’s ongoing work
also involves discussion of the abacus as a tool of distributed cognition.) As Netz observes, the
“abacus” as a technology does not require a specific physical artefact. An imagined division of
space or a few lines in the dirt will do. Expert abacus practitioners can perform advanced calcu-
lations simply by visualizing an abacus (Netz 2002, 326). The tabular thinking that I propose for
the Amoraic sages is similarly flexible regarding physical media.

62 This may reflect both the sages’ frequent skepticism about transmitting Oral Torah in writ-
ing and the instrumental role of the late ancient table.
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neither intended for nor suited to extensive distribution, since Origen’s project
was durable. Rather than a textual machine for assimilating large amounts of
data, the language of nu'w reflects the table as a technology for more localized
systematization. It indicates a different social situation, less the textual workshop
of Origen or Eusebius, more the classroom of the grammar table, the glossary, and
the table of squares. Even so, these rabbinic texts preserve the metaphorical trac-
es of tabular thinking as a late ancient technology for systematizing information
and constructing knowledge.*

6 Conclusions: Tabularity, Instrumentality,
and Agency

The use of the table for textual scholarship was a late ancient innovation. Yet
modern scholars have often overlooked how the table transformed textual
knowledge. In this essay, I show how late ancient thinkers put the technology of
the table to work for creative ends. Origen, Eusebius, and the Amoraic sages
each reconfigured existing material to afford new possibilities of knowledge.
Their projects of constructing knowledge involved different kinds of infor-
mation and operated within divergent social contexts, but in each case the table
organized sources of information and coordinated human work in projects of
constructing knowledge.

The table invites distinctive modes of comparison and visualization. Each of
these novel late ancient projects employed the technology of the table in order
to afford their users with new — or newly efficient and accessible — patterns,
juxtapositions, and comparisons, bringing disparate information into new
structuring wholes. Origen’s Hexapla, Eusebius’ Chronological Tables, Eusebius’
Gospel canons, and the ephemeral tables of the Palestinian Talmud were each
instrumental to the production of knowledge. Origen’s Hexapla provided a tabu-
lar grid to organize knowledge in preparation for a consolidated edition of the
Greek Bible. Eusebius’ tables afforded new practices of comparative reading and
reference. Rabbinic tables mapped patterns and anomalies in received dicta.
The late ancient table was a technology for configuring and reconfiguring

63 On literary texts preserving instrumental technologies and cognitive processes, see Netz’s
discussion of the abacus (Netz 2002, 325).
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knowledge, making anomalies, patterns, and structures visible. To borrow Kra-
jewski’s terminology, these tables were papyrus or parchment “machines.”

Attending to the table as a textual machine should compel us to attend to
the human agents who made that machine work. The pragmatics and the ethics
of late ancient tabular thinking intersect. This essay is thus an exercise in “look-
ing directly at” what we usually look “through.”® In drawing attention to a
technology that is often overlooked precisely because of its instrumentality, I
have also tried to draw our attention to how human workers — often uncredited —
interacted with these tables. Our evidence here is limited. We know more about
Origen’s exploitation of enslaved literary workers than we do about the people
involved in Eusebius’ literary endeavors. The role of enslaved or subaltern
workers in rabbinic knowing is even less clear. Yet, as a machine for construct-
ing knowledge, the table afforded a way of coordinating the efforts and exper-
tise of multiple workers — and modern reconstructions must attend to these
histories of work and agency.

Each of the late ancient tabular projects that I survey in this study reconfig-
ured existing material for new ends. Origen organized divergent textual forms of
the Jewish scriptures. Eusebius organized historical information about different
£0vn and narratives about Jesus attributed to particular evangelists. The rabbis
of the Palestinian Talmud organized halakhic knowledge attributed to particu-
lar sages. These tabular projects constructed knowledge by coordinating mate-
rial attributed to varied texts and individuals. They reflect not merely a desire to
put into order, but a documentary or bibliographic way of thinking that seeks to
structure inherited knowledge — and this mode of constructing knowledge
works because of the possibilities for visualization that the column-and-row
table affords. These modes of knowing are facilitated by the technology of the
table, not just as a metaphor, but as a way for people — often multiple people
working together — to arrange information in spatial ways that afford reading
and knowing in newly shared, systematic, and productive ways. Like Krajew-
ski’s “paper machines,” the late ancient table is a mechanism that creates
knowledge. Attending to comparative dimensions of tabularity reveals parallels
between scholarly practices and textual communities in late ancient Palestine
and invites attention to how technologies participated in a late ancient trans-
formation in knowledge.

64 Krajewski 2011, 8-9.
65 Here I adapt the words (with emphasis) of Howley 2018, 175.
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Elizabeth Mattingly Conner
Leading Sources of Knowledge at the

Monastery: Isidore of Pelusium

Abstract: This paper will examine debates about the leading sources of
knowledge and scientific inquiry among lettered ancient provincials, Christian
and pagan, through the lens of a subset of the letters of an understudied yet
voluminous epistolographer, an ex-sophist turned monk, Isidore of Pelusium
(375-435/40 CE). In missives to literati associates, Isidore continued to play the
role of “sophist-philosopher” by dramatizing his technical knowledge of scien-
tific and medical authors and flaunting his possession of this competence which
still constituted a verifiable form of the cultural capital of paideia among Chris-
tian and non-Christian literati.! Placing these missives in the broader context of
contemporary monastic polemical outreach methods and the use of dox-
ographies and anthologies at the monastery in the environs of Alexandria and
Gaza, Isidore’s apparent opposition to empiricism on closer examination sug-
gests pervasive ambivalence about the true sources of learned authority and
persistent immersion in Classical models of authorizing knowledge.

1 Introduction

Competence in medical and scientific discourse constitutes a dimension of late
antique epistolography rather neglected in modern scholarly discussion. Episto-
lary commerce enabled vibrant discussions among various types of literati
(ranging from sophists to philosophers to architects, doctors, and iatrosophists)
about mechanical devices as well as scientific and medical ideas, stretching
from the nature of the universe to discussion of the relationships between vari-
ous types of matter, to the Galenic definition of the soul.?

We can observe in a smattering of late antique sources keen interest in sci-
entific speculation and mechanical gadgets. In fifth and early sixth century CE

1 Van Hoof 2013, 387.

2 The conventions of learned Greek and Latin epistolography may have engendered technical
or scientific discussion. As Morello and Morrison observe “the differences in power, compe-
tence, or technical expertise which can be dramatized in such role-playing make the letter form
especially suited for the transmission of knowledge or of advice... one of the strongest affinities
of the epistle is with a variety of didactic traditions.” Morello et al. 2007, viii.

3 Open Access. © 2023 Elizabeth Mattingly Conner, published by De Gruyter. This work is
licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111010311-004
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Gaza, Christian sophists Aeneas (b. 430) and Procopius (ca. 465-528, not to be
confused with the historian Procopius of Caesarea) captured their admiration
for mechanical devices, specifically a water-lifting device and water-clock, (pre-
sumably both at Gaza in Palaestina Prima) by means of ekphrastic description.
Not surprisingly for these custodians of Greek rhetoric, ekphrasis provided a
means for these literati to authorize their fascination with mechanical devices,
although the use of ekphrasis in scientific writing deserves further attention.’?
Aeneas’ epistolary ekphrasis in Letter 25 of a waterwheel on his property clearly
registers his fascination and admiration for both the machine itself and for its
inventor.* Similarly, in his ekphrasis on the animated water clock dedicated to
Heracles in the city center of Gaza, Procopius of Gaza applies various strategies
recommended in rhetorical instruction books or progymnasmata to engage his
audience’s imagination and emotional engagement, including hyperbolic
statements and discussion of clock movement.> Neither sophist is particularly
interested in understanding the technical operation of these devices presuma-
bly because of their professional concerns and the assumption of the superiority
of rhetorical discourse.

Sources from the Latin West contemporary to the sophists from Gaza ex-
press that technical and scientific knowledge could inspire fascination and fear.
Epistolary testimony addressed by the statesman and intellectual Cassiodorus
(487-585) to Boethius (477-524) conveys the fear and awe of late ancient pro-
vincials in the face of scientific and technical knowledge. Letter 1.14 drafted by
Cassiodorus to petition the help of Boethius in constructing a clock for Gundo-
bad of Burgundy contains remarks that suggest how a man vested with mathe-
matical and mechanical competence was perceived by lettered peers without
such training.® At 8.59-60 Cassiodorus quips, “it is wonder enough that a man
might understand these things; what shall we say of him who can perform

3 In discussion of ekphrasis in the context of the Second Sophistic, Roby 2013, 109-125, has
recently pointed out Ptolemy’s use of ekphrasis in mathematical and astronomical texts to
persuade readers of the veracity of his theories and to help them to visualize hypothetical
experiments; and Babler’s review: BMCR 2014.11.44.

4 On this letter, see Watts 2017, 388.

5 For the most recent publication of the Greek text of Procopius’ ekphrasis on the water clock
including an introduction, annotation, and a translation in French, see Amato 2014, 119-156.
See also the Greek text, Italian translation, commentary, and notes in Amato 2010a, 204-213;
276-80nn76-113. For scholarship concerning this text, see Diehls 1917, Amato 2010b, 21-30
and Babler/Schomberg 2010, 528-559. On the use of hyperbole and movement in late antique
and Byzantine ekphrasis, see Webb 1999, 64, 69-71.

6 See Rousseau 1996, 877.
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them?” At lines 7 and 10, Boethius is said to have the power to imitate the heav-
ens and at 10 “what a strange power is that of his art, while it claims to play it
has the supreme power to disclose the secrets of nature.”” Hence Cassiodorus
attaches a sort of almost religious wonder and fear to the craft and knowledge of
a mathematician and mechanician.

Probably in the early fifth century, in a letter sent with the gift of an astro-
labe to Paeonius, a military magistrate at Constantinople, the philosopher and
bishop Synesius of Cyrene (373-414?) offered a Neoplatonic defense of the natu-
ral sciences because they serve philosophy. For Synesius, the study of astrono-
my is a lofty science that propels one toward the even loftier field of knowledge
of the ineffable things about God (t€s aporrhétou theologid). Astronomy “makes
available the blessed body of the heavens, for the happy body of heaven has
matter underneath it, of which the movement (of the heavens) appeared to the
leaders in philosophy to be an imitation of the Mind.”® By “Mind” (Nous), Syne-
sius means here the idea of the Demiurge, the first efflux descending from the
One in the Neoplatonic hierarchical hypostasis. This intelligible realm is the
“self-specification and articulation” of the One.’ Implying a mystical experience
as the telos of scientific study of the heavens, Synesius affirms that the spiritual
sparks native to the human soul long to seek out their divine source.'® Astrono-
my itself discloses the secrets etched in the cosmos which reproduce the noetic
realm.

This paper will engage with debates about epistemology and attitudes to-
ward the appropriate role of scientific knowledge among late ancient literati
through the lens of the letters of Synesius’ contemporary, an understudied yet
voluminous epistolographer, a former sophist turned monk, Isidore of Pelusium
(375-435/40 CE)." The over 2,000 surviving letters of Isidore,” many of which

7 “O artis inaestimabilis virtus, quae dum se dicit ludere, naturae praevalet secreta vulgare!”
Fridh et al. 1973, 53.

8 DAV e yap VroPEBANTAL TO poKAEPLOV 0DPavoD G@HA, 0V Kol TRV Kivnov vob pipnotv ivat
TOIG KOPLPALOTATOLG £V PIAoco@iq Sokel. Ad Paeonium de dono astrolabii 4.1, in Stramondo,
1964.

9 Bregman 1982, 36. On Synesius’ various uses of the Nous, including his assimilation of the
Neoplatonic Trinity (One, Nous, Soul) to the Christian Trinity, see Bregman, 33, 36, 63, 79-83,
91, 103, 112, 165-166, 179, 180, 183.

10 Bregman. This is a paraphrase of Bregman’s discussion of the epistrophé in Synesius’ Hymn 1.
11 For discussion of Isidore’s biography, see Larsen 2017, Evieux 2000, and Evieux 1995.

12 Isidore’s letters number over 2000. The recent Source Chrétiennes (SC) editions include
Evieux 1997: Letters 1214-1413; Evieux 2000: Letters 1414-1700; Evieux/Vinel 2017: Letters
1701-2000.
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highlight the continuing intellectual involvement of the monk in provincial
aristocratic intellectual and cultural life, confound hagiographically driven
depictions of the monastery “as locus where individuals sought to forget poetry
and secular knowledge.”” At issue in this essay will be a dossier of Isidore’s
letters pertaining to astronomical and medical knowledge addressed to Chris-
tian literati which testify to monastic engagement with knowledge and debate
about the leading forms of knowledge in late antiquity.

In numerous letters, Isidore cultivates a depiction of his monastic retreat in
the environs of Pelusium in the eastern Nile Delta as a complete and utter rup-
ture with the city (pheugein), placing high rhetorical boundaries between the
city and the monastery.” Ultimately, however, such epistolary rhetoric contra-
dicts Isidore’s deployment of letters to exercise social influence in ecclesial,
monastic, and civic affairs.” Isidore’s missives addressed to other monks and
clergy as well as urban intellectuals — scholastikoi and sophists — and high-
ranking councilmen and civil authorities preserve his own apophthegmata,
advice, and various social and political interventions. Like the corpora of John
and Barsanuphius from the environs of Gaza at Tawatha and Nilus of Ancyra,
Isidore’s letters written from ascetic retreat illuminate the role of letters as vehi-
cles of continued involvement in polis affairs and the impossibility of a com-
plete social separation from the city for the former urban leader.” As a former
urban leader in the form of Pelusium’s professor of rhetoric, and as a Christian
leader, Isidore exploited epistolography to pursue leadership and thereby re-
mained a power broker serving the citizens of Pelusium, its greater administra-
tive province of Augustamnica I, and its adjacent monastic communities.

While projecting an epistolary posture of communal disengagement em-
phasizing his flight (pheugein) from the polis of Pelusium, the desert monk pur-
sued letters with learned provincials as pedagogical and polemical claims to
regulate valid forms of knowledge. In this subset of letters, it will be demon-
strated that, not unlike other literati who displayed in letters various forms of
technical knowledge, specific ethical and communal goals shaped Isidore’s
framing of knowledge and his depiction of what fields of learning ought to de-
fine the leading forms of knowledge. In these letters, Isidore’s relationship to

13 Larsen 2017, 293 n. 67 quoting Marrou 1982, 330.

14 Isidore refers to the monastery as an alternative political order: for examples flight to the
monastery is conceptualized as flight to the heavenly politeia of Eden (e.g., Letters 282 and
266).

15 For detailed discussion of Isidore’s network, see especially Evieux 1995 and Larsen 2017,
289-294.

16 Concerning the epistolography of Barsanuphius and John, see Hevelone-Harper 2005.
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science and medicine as a dimension of learned aristocratic culture is deeply
ambivalent: his attachment to Platonic induction results in hostility to empiri-
cism while at the same time he applies technical traditions to solve intellectual
problems and mold biblical exegesis. Lastly, placing these thematic alignments
in a broader educational and discursive context, this essay surveys the monastic
use of scientific and philosophical anthologies and doxographies as well as the
polemical outreach methods staged by monks in conversations with Christian
literati in the environs of Alexandria and Gaza during the fifth-sixth centuries
CE. From this vantage point, the apparent “anti-intellectualism” of monks and
Christian leaders indicates ongoing ambivalence about the superior sources of
knowledge and abiding attachment to the cultural capital of Hellenic paideia.

2 Cosmological Speculation and the Ariste
Politeia

Isidore advertises his knowledge of certain astronomical traditions yet is careful
to respond to these traditions with his own moral analysis. Isidore’s Letter 1435
superscribed to Johannes the deacon, offers us an opportunity to view a hybrid
epistolary sociolect drawn from classical tragedy, Scripture, and ancient astro-
nomical traditions. Responding to his friend’s request for help explicating Jude
13, quoted in the letter as “errant stars for which the obscurity of darkness keeps
watch for eternity,”” Isidore suggests an allegorical interpretation of the pas-
sage by explaining that “stars” metaphorically represent human beings who
have sinned by choice and reap eternal punishment.” In his exegesis of the
issue of errant stars or planets, Isidore threads together scientific traditions
concerning wandering stars and fixed stars developed by thinkers such as the
doxographer Aetius, and demonstrations transmitted, for example, by Posido-
nius of Apamea, by the astronomer Cleomedes, and by Vitruvius.” Offering a
moral valence to celestial bodies, Isidore asserts that these entities perform their
revolutions in agreement and perfect harmony, and, contrary to pagan belief,

17 dotépeg mhavijTal oig 6 {6@og Tod oKk6TOUG £l ai@va TETHRPNTAL

18 @npi Toivuv 811 MEpl GVBPWMWY CUYYVWUNS MTAdVTWY PnAdTEpa AV TG EmioTeilavTt 6
AGYOC, 00 Tiept GoTPpWV Kai VEPEAGV, KuPGTWY Te Kai 8EvEpwv, oig 81 mapadeiypact kéypnTat “I
believe the author of the letter spoke of men committing mistakes exceeding forgiveness, not
the stars and clouds, waves and trees, which he uses as examples.” In addition to errant stars,
Isidore refers here to the other natural objects appearing in Jude 1:12-13.

19 References in Evieux 1997, 2.46n1, 47 n. 2, 51 n. 1.
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they are not themselves deities but instead are arranged in an ordered whole by
a creator. Those who are not persuaded, Isidore advises, should listen to Plato
who averred “Good is the demiurge of this universe” (Timaeus 28c) and Euripi-
des’ who has Jocasta say that “the sun and night are servants to mortals” (Phoe-
nician Women 546).*° According to Isidore, such Greek thinkers articulated a
cosmological vision shared by Jews and Christians wherein heavenly bodies
have a cause and a creator who rules their movement and order. Stitching to-
gether the strands of classical texts and Greek scientific tradition, Isidore under-
scores his erudition and authorizes his scriptural exegesis by harmonizing
Christian cosmology with revered Greek scientific and philosophical lineages as
well as the poetry of the tragic stage.

By projecting a moral valence onto the physical universe, Isidore constructs
an exegetical response for his friend that asserts a cosmology created and struc-
tured by God, thereby desacralizing the cosmos and refuting the pagan theology
of astral bodies as divine beings. Along the way, Isidore pursues a discussion of
astronomical theory that plays upon a moral meaning in the wandering stars —
the planets — as erring. Referring to pagan astronomers (hoi deinoi), Isidore
states that regarding astronomical bodies experts in the field “offer to the many
explanations neither likely nor persuasive; for they [their explanations] fight
with the visible testimony of the eyes.”” He proceeds to explain how these ex-
perts say that these planets hasten to complete their own circuits from west to
east yet defeated by the opposing motion of the faster fixed stars, they are car-
ried westward again. These experts, Isidore says, use the following example:
“just like when a wheel is moving swiftly, an ant advancing in motion opposite
to the wheel will accomplish nothing — for it is carried by the swiftest motion of
the wheel — thus also the planets are affected by the motion of the fixed stars.”?

20 i & ob neiBovtat, dkovétwoav IIAGTwWVOG pev AgyovTtog: «AyaBdg EaTiy 6 ToDSE TOD MavTOg
Snuovpydc», Evpuridouc 8¢+ Ei6’ fillog pév voE Te SovAedet PpoToic, kai mavéobwoav TS To-
oavTng doePeiag. And those who are not persuaded should listen to Plato who said, “Good is
the demiurge of this world, and Euripides who said, “the sun and night are servants to mor-
tals,” and thus put an end to such impiety. For citations of Plato and Euripides, see Evieux
1995, 2: 52.

21 olte eikota obite MBava TOIGC TTOAAGIG Aéyouat TR Y&p évapyeig kai Tfi S1& TV Sbewv pop-
Tupig payovrat.

22 (omep Tpoxod 0EEwG Kvoupévou, pippng Ty Evavtiov adT® Kiviov mopevdpevog ovdEy
TO00UTOV GVUEI-EKVIKGETAL YAP VMO TG TOD TPOoX0D WKUTETNG KIVAGEWG—0VTW Kot of MAavATat
TPOG TIV TV AAAVOV SLdKevTaL Kivnow.



Leading Sources of Knowledge at the Monastery =—— 89

In adducing the analogy of the ant on a cartwheel, Isidore appears to flaunt his
knowledge of this example drawn from an astronomical compendium.”

In a brief digression, Isidore seizes this teaching analogy to ridicule pagan
practice of associating gods with various animals and hints that the use of this
analogy among pagan astronomers embeds a repudiation of their own habits.
Mockingly, Isidore comments “that they (i.e., the pagans) are refuted because
now they make them into gods, now they compare them to the ants, I am only
going to suggest.”* Switching gears, Isidore indicates that he will leave that
issue unresolved for now, though he continues to pursue astronomical discus-
sion in tandem with aggressive criticism of pagan theology. Confronting the
pagan theological imprint of his own cosmological vocabulary, Isidore discuss-
es why Scripture uses the same words for the sun, moon, and planets as the
pagans use for their deities. He states because Scripture uses this name, either
properly or improperly, or by following the general habit, I think, maybe when
they rank among the planets the sun and the moon, and five other stars, which
many do not know, Saturn, Jupiter, Mercury, and Mars, and of course Lucifer
(Venus), people more foolish than you have assigned them the names of charac-
ters who were powerful on earth, who led a life of shame and died without glo-
1y.>

Isidore indicates the convention of denoting heavenly bodies with the same
words that indicate names of the gods and inserts his own moral assessment of
the degeneracy of the pagan deities. He continues to set out astronomical argu-

23 See, e.g., Posidonius of Apamea, the astronomer Cleomedes, Vitruvius. See also Mansfeld et
al. 1997, 311 and 311 n. 59; Evieux 1997, 2:47 n. 2; Kertsch 1997, 164. Isidore may, however, draw
this example from an intervening Christian source rather than a compendium; more below,
and see Kertsch 1997, 160-163, on the parallels between Isidore Letter 1435 and Origen’s Philo-
calia. Bayer originally argued that Isidore made direct use of the manuals of Arius Didymus
and Aétius, but this cannot be demonstrated definitively; see Mansfeld et al. 1997, 309; Bayer
1915, 66-72.

24 Ep. 1435. 10 P&V obv ENEyYElV aDTOVC BTL TTOTE pEV ahTOUG MG Beov £kBeldlovot, oTé 8¢
HOPHNEL TaPABAANOVGL, HOVOV ETULOTUNVGHEVOG.

25 ¢yo & olpat, S TO yprioacbat kal TV Tpagiyv TovTw T évopartl, §| KuploAekToboav, i
KATOXPWHEVNY, | Tfi TOV TOA@V cuvnBeig émopévny, 611, {owg éneld Tov HAov Kal TRV oA
vny, kai GANOUG TEVTE GOTEPAG, 0V TIOAAOIG yvwpipoug, @aivovté Te kai Gadbovta, ZTiABovTa
Te kai [Tuppdevta, vai pryv kai Pwo@dpov i ToVG TAAVATAG TATTOVOLY Of GOD GVONTOTEPOL,
TVQV €Ml YAG SuvaoTevodvTwy, Kol aioxp®s BeBlwkdTwy, kai GkAe®S TOV Biov kataoTpedd-
VTwv TG Tipoonyopiag €ngdeoav. Kertsch 1997, 163, has pointed out that Isidore’s use of the
terms kuploAekTelv and kataxpdoBat we see also in Origen Philocalia 26.8.9. 1 would also add
that Philocalia 26.8, akin to this passage in Isidore Letter 1435, is concerned with the topic of
understanding names and whether or not to take them literally.
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ments regarding the movements of the fixed bodies and offers explanations for
the meanings of their names, but ultimately asserts that the cosmos is the prod-
uct of the devising of God the Creator. Referring back to the thoughts of hoi de-
inoi, Isidore adduces the evidence of Isaiah 45:12 concerning God’s cosmic he-
gemony framed in the Platonic language of the Demiurge: “Whether this or that
is true, it [i.e., the movements of stars and planets] is the proclamation of the
Demiurge who thus ordered and made the laws, as He himself declares ‘I com-
mand the stars.””?® Compounding this demonstration, Isidore offers with a Pla-
tonic overlay the evidence of the Psalmist who, “pointing out how the divine
prescription on earth has been infringed when men go off on their own accord
into transgression, while in the heavens it is preserved, says ‘for eternity, O
Lord, your Word will remain in the heavens.””” God orders not just beings that
some claim possess reason and will but all elements of the material universe, as
Scripture at Psalms 77:23 states “The Lord command the heat,” “he command
the clouds,” “he commands the worm.”*® Isidore proceeds to aver that astro-
nomical theories contribute nothing to showing us how to live:

That they (the stars and planets) are therefore beings gifted with reason, as some claim, or
spheres of fire, or disc-shaped bodes lit by the ethereal fire, or condensations of a fire-
shaped sphere, or incandescent masses — this is indeed the opinion of some philoso-
phers — or chariots receiving immaterial and hyper-cosmic light coming from beyond the
world, I do not argue forcefully — in fact I think it does nothing to accomplish the good
way of life.?”

The issue of the moral politeia, which Isidore uses elsewhere to denote the mo-
nastic lifestyle, comprises for him a key frustration with astronomical inquiry.

26 TANV eite TOUTO, £iTe €kEVo GANOEG €N, TOD AnUIoVPYOD GVAKNPUTTEL TV EMGTAUNV TOD
oUTw TEEavTOog Kail VOHODETHoAVTOG WG Kal aiTOG HEV pNnotv' « Eyw TG &oTpotg EVETEINGUNV».
27 Bewviwv WG &v Yij pév mapéBadn To Belov mpdoTaypa, TV GvBpwnwv eig mapavopiag avto-
poAnoavtwv, v obpavd 8e QUAGXON, Egn: «eig TOV aiwva, Kopie, 6 Adyog oou Slapévet év 1@
ovpav@®.» Cf. Psalms 118.89; see Evieux, 2:49. The issue of will also corresponds to Origen
Philocalia 19-20; see also Kertsch 1997, 161-162.

28 «Eveteilato KUplog kavowve, kal « Eveteilato ve@ehatgy, kai « EveTeilato oKwAnKw, cf.
John 4:8, Psalms 77:23, and John 4.7; see Evieux 1997, 2:51.

29 eite oV Aoyikd &0t {@a,, (VG powi TIveg, elte mpvol opoipa, eite S10k0EISH oipaTa, £k TOD
aibepiov TUPOG EEaPOEVTQ, €iTe TPAPOELSEIG TTUPOG TIANOELG, EiTE pUBPOL — TWVEG yap T@WV @ho-
06QwV ToDT £8oypdTioav — eite dyrjpaTa SekTikd Tob dDAov Kol VIEPKOOpioV PWTAS, 0V TPOSPA
ioxuptoaipny — o08EV Yap ToUTO TIPOG dpioTnVv oAtteiav ouvTteAelv fyodual. These six examples
bear resemblance to the views of Aétius in pseudo-Plutarch’s Placita philosophorum and Sto-
baeus Eclogae physicae, but certainly were not derived from these sources. They are closer to
the examples Philo provides in On Dreams 1.21. See Mansfeld/Runia, 311 and 311 n. 62.
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The overriding concern for the moral lifestyle resounds also in Letter 2.273,
where Isidore faults astronomical speculation for offering nothing for the aristé
politeia. This topos of natural science as useless because it does not contribute
to a moral life was a broader discursive trend in patristic authors such as Euse-
bius and Theodoret.*® Engaging with scientific texts, Isidore’s treatment of
heavenly bodies in this letter may be drawn from primers such as those of Cle-
omedes, Theon, Smyrnaeus, and Geminus.” Additionally, this letter includes
language resembling astronomical language on the shape of the earth in pseu-
do-Plutarch’s Placita.® For example, Isidore’s use of kOAwv8pog is reminiscent of
Anaximander’s language of the earth’s column-like shape, and Isidore’s use of
the comparison “like a winnowing fan” (Awvoeibr(g) is similar to Democritus’
“disc-like in surface but hollow in the middle.”®” These examples, however,
Isidore takes from Basil’s last Homily on the Hexaemeron (9.1.480.10-16).>* Thus
Isidore signals that he is conversant in astronomical traditions and offers a
moral parallel to such scientific traditions.

Isidore, like other Church Fathers, broadcasts a veneer of astronomical lan-
guage by including teaching analogies and other doxai originally appearing in
astronomical texts. He feels compelled to demonstrate some competence in the
astronomical lore that he ultimately debunks because of both its serious pagan
resonances and his view that it offers nothing for the correct moral lifestyle. On
the other hand, however, Isidore’s ridicule of the polytheistic language of these
scientific authors is also softened with appeals to the wisdom of specific Hel-
lenic authors whose thought may be harmonized with Christian attitudes.

30 See Eusebius Praeparatio Evangelica 15, and Theodoret Curatio affectionum Graecarum
4.24; cf. Mansfeld et al. 1997, 139, 276, 310, and 310 n. 53.

31 Mansfeld, 310.

32 Mansfeld, 310 and 310 n. 55.

33 Mansfeld, 310 and 310 n. 56. Apart from a lexical entry in the Suda, the term Awkvoeldng is
also found in Basil, In hexaemeron hom. 9.1 (ed. Giet SC26bis, p. 480) and some later lexicons
(Ps-Zonaras, Gennadius Scholarius).

34 Basil’s examples are close to the opinions of Aétius in the Placita; see Mansfeld et al. 1997,
310-311. Evieux postulates that Isidore likely encountered the writings of the Cappadocians in
the course of the Pelusian’s early retreat to Nitria during which time Isidore also took up con-
centrated study of scripture; see Evieux 1995, 279-281 and Larsen 2017, 288, 301 n. 19-20.
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3 Matter and the Soul

Letters among educated provincials were forums for philosophical and scientific
speculation about the relationship between matter and soul and the concomi-
tant issue of the relationship between matters of various forms such as liquids
and solids. In Letter 1475 to Dorotheus, a doctor and deacon, Isidore responds to
a friend who apparently “wished to learn something clear and agreed upon both
in the Holy Scriptures and in the ‘wiser’ writers of those outside (pagans).”® The
net is cast fairly wide in terms of permitted sources. Isidore pledges that he will
endeavor, so far as he is able, to say much in few words. Dorotheus has asked
Isidore to explain “wherefore is it clear that the incorporeal things are less likely
to undergo change and are stronger than corporeal beings?”> Isidore responds
that “to the extent that those bodies that are nearer to incorporeality are strong-
er and less subject to change than those that are denser, the incorporeal things
are less likely to undergo change than not only the denser things but also the
lighter things.” To support this assertion Isidore cites the example of how a
stone, which is denser than water, can no longer be united if it is broken, but
water when divided is brought together again, for it is less dense and to this
extent it does not undergo change.*® Density correlates positively with mutabil-
ity. The lighter example (paradeigma) of air, Isidore continues, cannot be sepa-
rated: “if air is enclosed in a container or a wine skin and is thrown into the
depths of water, it does not put up with it, but comes to the surface and swims
up and wishes to manifest itself and hunts after that which is like it.”* Isidore
expresses wonderment that Dorotheus marvels how bodiless things are stronger
given Isidore’s proofs that air is less dense than water and water is less dense
than stone and therefore is less subject to change.

This discussion of the relationship of bodiless and corporeal entities and
their relative densities and vulnerability to change next leads into evidence of

35 Ep. 1475. éneidn xpApa oa@Eg kal OpoAoyoupevov kKai Tolg iepais Ipagais kai ToiG copwTé-
pot; T@v EEwBev 8o mapadelypdtwy AOEANTAG POOETY ...

36 Ep. 1475. énel toivuv E@ng moBev SfAov &L T& AOWHATA TOV CWHATWV £0TIV ArabeaTtepa
Kal ioxupoTepa.

37 Ep. 1475. onpi, 60w T& £yyD§ TG AOWHATOTNTOG OWHATA {OYUPOTEPA Kal GMaOLoTEPS €0°TL
TAOV TORUTEPWY CWUATWY, TOOOUTW KOl T& GOWHATA O HOVOV T@V TaYLTATWY, GAAY Kal TV
AerttotdTwy €0Tiv drabéoTepa.

38 Ep. 1475. oiov f| méTpa ToD DOATHC £0TL MAYUTEPY, SO PIYVUREVT ODKETL GUVATTETAL, TO 88
VOwp SlapeBév, ALY cuVaPOEVY Evoltar 60w YOp AEMTOTEPOV, TOOOVTW GMOOETTEPOV.

39 Ep. 1475. £av YoV i €i§ képapov 1 i dokov &mokAelabein, kai €ig BuBdv Pupein, ok dvéxe-
TaL, GAN EmmoAddeL Kol EMVAXETAL, Kai TRV EMupdvelav {nTel, Kol 1O ouyyeveg Orpara.
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the immutability of the soul — an inherently bodiless entity. Isidore contends
then that the soul, also bodiless and invisible like air, provides the body with
inner strength and physical strength. When the soul departs from the body,
however, the body not only remains motionless, dead, but it decomposes. Af-
firming the power of his friend’s profession and linking its practice to the soul,
Isidore next links the art (techné) of the physician to the soul’s immutability: the
bodiless power (dunamis) of Dorotheus’ techné itself is stronger than the body.
As soul has the power to fortify the body, whenever the medical art departs from
the body the treatment remains most ineffective (achréstotate); like the body, a
remedy can only live when enlivened by the dunamis of the physician’s techné,
and the remedy effectively dies when this dunamis departs. In this way, the
medical art and the soul itself share the capacity to animate matter itself. By the
letter’s end, Isidore’s conversation interweaving philosophical and scientific
ideas about soul and matter engages with his friend’s profession as a physician
and praises its power to manipulate and arrange human bodies.

4 Platonic Repudiation of Galen’s Mortal Soul

Isidore was also rankled by specific definitions of the soul offered by Galen.
Letter 1791 (PG 4.125), published so far only in Migne, also preserves Isidore’s
side of an epistolary discussion with a doctor and scholasticus named Prosechi-
us focused on rebuffing a Galenic conception of the soul as mortal, testifying
that knowledge of Galen, perhaps even first-hand knowledge, belonged in the
repertoire of late antique sophists of the Greek East.”® Alternatively, it is inviting
to suggest that Isidore accessed Galenic passages by means of a doxographical
or collected work. Isidore opens by adducing the authoritative testimony of
“Pythagoras and Plato and those other wise men who were held in high repute
following the necessary art of the techniques of demonstration.”* These men,
Isidore avers, “rightly give the opinion that the soul is more of a guide than the

40 Pace Evieux 1995, 148 n. 61, who, following PG 78:1197-98n99, reproduced the misidentifi-
cation of the relevant text of Galen as De placitis Platonis et Hippocratis, 1.II. As I indicate
below, Isidore is mainly concerned in this letter with Galen’s treatise The Faculties of the Soul
Follow the Mixtures of the Body.

41 Ep. 1791. Iubaydpag pév, kai MAdtwv, kat ot GANot EvBogot map’ “EAANGL cooi, &rodetkTi-
KOG GVAyKaLG ETOPEVOL.
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body, calling soul the artificer, the body the instrument.”** Referring collectively
to these Greek philosophers as hoi sophoi, Isidore remarks that even if these
men missed the truth concerning some things — probably the error of their pa-
ganism — on the issue of the relationship between body and soul, however, they
hit the mark (lit. “were led to the target”).” Isidore then identifies the scientific
interlocutor who irritates him: Galen, who did not escape the notice of those
who were reading intelligently (that is, Isidore himself). Deploying the ana-
logues of lyre and lyre-player, Isidore contends that Galen “considering the lyre
itself to be harmonious, not the lyre-player, declared the soul to be mortal.”*
Galen, according to Isidore, asserted that “because the powers of the soul follow
the mixture (compounding) of the body, he ended by saying that the soul was
not bodiless and immortal but, I do not know how, that the mixture was the
soul.”

Isidore refers directly here to Galen’s definition of the soul as a mixture
which he articulated in his treatise The Faculties of the Soul Follow the Mixtures
of the Body (Quod animi mores sequuntur temperamenta corporis).® In this late
pamphlet, one of the two extant Galenic texts which focused on the nature of
the soul (the other is De placitis Hippocratis et Platonis), Galen asserted that the
soul and its capabilities are dependent on the temperaments or mixtures
(kraseis) of the body.” Following the Aristotelian conception of the soul as the
form (eidos) of the body, Galen asserts that as the body is comprised of matter
(hylé) and form (eidos), and, as Aristotle also thought, “the physical body comes
to be from the inborn four qualities in matter, and it is necessary to regard the
form as the mixture of these qualities, so also I suppose the soul to be a mixture
of the four elements,” or hot, cold, wet, and dry (QAM 774).”® From this, Galen
posits “if the reasoning faculty is a form of the soul, it is mortal; for it is itself a

42 Ep. 1791. NyEHOVIKWTEPAV TRV YUYV TOD OWHATOG EIKOTWG GIE@VAVTO® Kai EKGAETAV THY
HEV TexviTny, TO 8¢ Bpyavov.

43 Ep. 1791. £V TOUTW KaTG OKOTIOD VEXOnoav.

44 Ep. 1791. &ppoviav adTiv Abpav 00 Aupwdov nynodpevog Bvntiyv dne@rvaro.

45 Ep. 1791. 8T Tf kpdoel ToD opaTog EmovTal ol THS YUXiG SuVAHELS, £ig TO @dval TO pndE eivat
PNV dodpaTov kai dBdvatov TeAeHTNGEV, THY KPAGTY THY PYUXTV 0UK 018’ BTWS OPIGAEVOG.
46 This text will be henceforth abbreviated QAM.

47 For a useful overview of Galen’s views of the soul, see Donni 2008, 184-209.

48 Ep. 1791. TV TETTAPWV TIOLOTATWY £YYLyVOREVWY Tfi DA TO QUOIKOV YiyveoBal odpa, TV £k
TOUTWV KpdowY dvaykoaiov aTod TiBecBal TO £180¢, MoTe MWG Kai 1 THG YVXFG oVGIA KPATIS TIG
£07TaL TOV TETTEPWV EITE TOLOTHTWV.
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certain mixture of the brain” (QAM 774-775).” On the other hand, “if the soul is
immortal, as Plato wished, why is it separated from the body when the brain
becomes excessively cold or hot or dry or wet.” That is, why does the soul
leave the body when the body undergoes certain physical changes? As will be
demonstrated below, Isidore quotes this argument virtually verbatim in Letter
1791. Isidore’s epistolary diatribe aims to steer his learned friend clear from the
Galenic nets. Drawing a distinction between Galen’s philosophical and medical
contributions, Isidore warns Prosechius “we must not pay attention to him in
this!™' Concerning Galen’s medical work Isidore recognizes his renown and
merit, but regarding the soul, Isidore rails:

Let him not contend with the wiser men, let him not go into the agon, where he does not
have the physical training or the skill; nor let someone who is an athlete judge music.
Having emptied the whole of his intellect concerning bodies, let him not teach concerning
the soul, and let him not believe that the bringing about the harmony of the elements is
the soul.”

Isidore registers his offense at Galen’s philosophical forays into agones for
which he has no experience or capability with curt minatory imperative phrases
framed by Classical analogies of competition.

If Galen’s hypothesis were in fact true, reasons Isidore, then with the body
the soul would be extinguished. Perhaps imitating Plato’s Socrates, Isidore
addresses Galen with ironic superlative address,” wondering “what would this
good man (beltistos) say to the poets and philosophers and speechwriters how
in every way and by every means there will be punishments in the (last) judg-
ment; for what kind of reward does he rightly contrive for those living in this
world?”*" If the soul is mortal, Galen obviates the possibility of rewards or pun-
ishments in the afterlife. Similar to his concerns in Letter 1435 and 2.273 dis-

49 QAM 774-775. i p&v obv 10 hoyi{dpevov €idog TG Yuyiis £oTL, BvnTov EoTar Kkal yop Kol
aUTO KPAOIG TIG EYKEPGAOU ...

50 QAM 775. €l & dBavarov €atat, wg 0 ITAdTtwv BovAetat, Sia Ti xwpileTtat YuyBEvTog 6podpig
| UtepOeppavBévTog i UIepENPavOEVTOG T DTIEPLYPAVOEVTOG TOD EyKE@AAOL.

51 &AN 00 TPooEeKTEOV QUTH €V TOVTW.

52 Ep. 1791. pf GUAAGOBw TOiG CoPwTEPOLG, UNdE KaTaBaIVETW EiG Aydva, oD kai AVAoKkNTAG
£€07TL Kal QPEAETNTOG, HNndE GOANTAG WV THV HOVOIKRY KPVETW, PNdE mept T& owpaTa OAnV Eav-
ToD KevWwoag TNV oUVeSY Tiept YuxAG SoypaTilETw, Pnde MoTeVETOwW €V TA KATAOKEVGTELWY TV
&ppoviav TV TolyEeiwv elvat Yuyrv.

53 On Plato’s use of superlative titles in Socratic conversations see Dickey 1996.

54 Ep. 1791. Ti obv @ain 6 PEATIOTOC TEpl TMV Tapd OIS Kol PIAOTOPOLS Kal Aoyoypagpotg
@N000PNOEVTWY, WG TTAVTN TE KOl IAVTWG E00PEVWV &V Tf Kpioel kohaotnpiwv; Iotov 8¢ yépag
701G Tfi8e Brodatv 6pBdG Emvoroet.
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cussed above regarding the uselessness of astronomical theory for living the
good life, Isidore here perceives Galen’s “mortal soul” as an assault on his en-
tire lifestyle. Employing the terms ponoi and politeuein, the verbal form of
politeia, which we have seen above as denoting the monastic lifestyle, Isidore
quips “thus for those who live in this manner, for the most part, contests are
provided filled with the greatest of labors and sweats, until the end.”” What is
the meaning of these trials for the virtuous if the soul is mortal? And what about
those who live without virtue: “how is the punishment determined for those
who pursue every evil until death and enjoy wealth and fame?”** Isidore won-
ders how Galen would interpret the Homeric poet’s assertion that “the spirit
remains, and it has gone to the House of Hades”; how would he translate “there
thus also is a dwelling place in Hades.” Invoking also Euripides’ Alcestis, Isi-
dore asks how Galen would interpret Euripides whom Prosechius determines to
be wise, who said “May it be good for you in the House of Hades also.”*®

Isidore asks how, if the soul is an order (harmonia), “how does it change to
discord, and accomplish an inelegant and discordant song?”* The soul presides
over various types of conduct which Isidore classes as either harmonious or
discordant. Moral behavior — virtue (areté) — generates harmonious song and
moral baseness a discordant song. Why, wonders Isidore, would Galen himself
consider it necessary to praise or censure those pursuing wisdom and frivolous
arts respectively if indeed the soul were simply a mixture?

Isidore suggests that the soul has an agency over the body for which Galen
does not account and is puzzled that Galen cites in his own defense the changes
that happen every day between soul and body. Isidore observes how individuals
often reverse former habits, since “many licentious men take wing and fly up to
moderation. And many men fly down to lasciviousness. For the mixture would
not change.”®® Why, contends Isidore, if the soul were a mixture or order would
it change as in the examples of many men who were licentious in their youth
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but return to decorum at the prime of life? Isidore reasons “the mixture would
not alter itself thus but would bring to successful issue its resolve.”®!

With concern for the length of his letter, Isidore transitions to what he con-
siders to be his strongest refutation of Galen. At this point Isidore provides a
quotation of Galen almost identical to the passage quoted above at QAM 775: “If
the soul is immortal as Plato wished, why is it separated from the body when
the brain grows excessively hot or cold or dry or wet?”% Isidore then leaves this
statement and proceeds to attack the deductive methods of Galen’s inquiry,
citing how on the basis of the pulse Galen proclaims to some people that they
will die and to others that they will live, but he makes a mistake because some
of these individuals come back to life and some die. Declaring his hostility to
empirical experimentation and endorsing the inductive method of Plato, Isidore
asserts that by Galen’s approach “the truth escapes the art which proceeds by
guesswork.”®

Harm to the body does not necessarily result in the destruction of the soul.
Formidable pharmacological assaults, such as “noxious drugs administered by
a sorcerer, do not make the soul go away.”®* Deploying this argument in re-
sponse to Galen’s assertion at QAM 776 that the drinking of hemlock cools the
body, Isidore retorts “in this way, the soul does not always depart from the body
having grown cold.”® Defending his philosophical ally, Isidore speculates that
there exists “a divine bond that binds together things that are much different
from each other and an unsaid partnership of soul toward the body, and ineffa-
ble fellow-feeling (sympatheia) of the divine being toward the mortal instru-
ment, as it seemed to Plato himself.”*® Such a partnership operates “so that the
soul will seriously take care of the body, not so that the soul will be puffed up
with fleshiness, but so that it will be healthy.”®” If the soul does not care for the
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body it shares in the bad temperament (dyskrasia, “ill-mixing”) of the body due
to its fellow-feeling (sympatheia). In this way, the soul exercises its agency over
the body and suffers if it shows poor regard for it. Likely alluding to Platonic
examples drawn from Galen’s quotation at QAM 811-12 of Plato’s Laws 674a-b,
Isidore alleges that “the bad temperament of the body (dyskrasia) and drunken-
ness transmit the misfortune to the soul, just like a helmsman in heavy sea does
not show off his own knowledge and is inundated.”®® In this way, Isidore argues
that the soul is not inextricably bound to matter. If the soul is the proper mix-
ture of the body, one cannot account for the failures that occur between the
body and the psyche. Isidore is careful to acknowledge, however, that these
demonstrations do indicate that the soul’s capacities are hindered by the body,
“since neither the best musician having a muse-less lyre, or when he has fallen
into the sea, will perform a harmonious song.”*

In conclusion, Isidore authorizes his arguments via the vote of the Creator
(Demiourgos), whose words in Matthew 10:28 and Luke 12:4 place their seal on the
soul’s immortality: “don’t have fear before those who are killing the body but do
not have the power to kill the soul.”’® Underscoring again a concern about the
interconnection between the soul’s immortality and one’s lifestyle, Isidore ex-
horts his friend, “as the soul is immortal, let us live and act accordingly.”™

This epistolary harangue offers an instructive register of the fierce grip of
the Platonic worldview on Isidore and like-minded Early Christian contemporar-
ies. Isidore was not only offended by the idea that Galen’s definition of the soul
as mortal undermined his politeia, specifically his monastic lifestyle, but also in
part because he preferred the idealism of the Platonic model. In his criticism of
Galen’s empirical method, Isidore reveals a discomfort and perceived threat —
likely shared by many of his contemporaries — with observation and experi-
mentation as paths to knowledge. For Isidore, one of the problems with empiri-
cism was that it appeared like guesswork; observable data offered a bewildering
complexity of results that seemed inconsistent and thus untrustworthy. This
letter also registers the emotional quality of Isidore’s response to Galen. Mark-
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ers, such as the flow of his epistolary speech punctuated by curt imperatives
and the patronizing use of the superlative beltistos (my good sir), articulate
Isidore’s cognitive dissonance in rejecting the definitions offered by the premier
ancient medical expert in late antiquity and beyond.”

5 Polemical Outreach and Intellectual
Engagement at the Monastery

The “snapshots” of intellectual interaction captured in these selected letters
complicate hagiographic idealizations of monastic anti-intellectualism which
still appear forcefully in contemporary scholarly discussion.” In his repudiation
of Galen — a powerful, if not the most powerful medical commentator in late
antiquity — on theological grounds, Isidore turns to a thoroughly classical mode
of attack: Platonic induction. Thus, Isidore’s assault on Galen embraces Hel-
lenic intellectual tradition to support Christian ideas of the immortality of the
soul.

At this point it is useful to place Isidore’s correspondence within a wider
discursive context of educational engagement in eastern monastic circles in late
antiquity. In the late fifth and early sixth century Aeneas of Gaza and Zacharias
Scholasticus (465-536) of Maiouma (the port city of Gaza) appear to have been
part of two generations of Gazan literati who frequented the cells of the anti-
Chalcedonian ascetics Isaiah and Peter the Iberian in the environs of Gaza.
Zacharias was especially close to Peter and Isaiah, composing biographies of
each of these monks after their deaths and Zacharias also claims that Isaiah
taught Aeneas how to interpret Plato, Aristotle, and Plotinus.”* These literati
likely accessed at monasteries in the Gazan hinterlands ready-made Christian
arguments against Platonism, perhaps drawn from anthologies, with which to
engage philosophically trained literati and teachers. We do not know specifical-
ly the intellectual training of these monks, but they might have learned such
invective from collections summarizing Christian arguments against Platonism.

The monasteries around Gaza and Alexandria seem to have attracted audi-
ences with visiting literati more generally. John Rufus refers to various intellec-

72 On Galenism and its dominating role in medical theory in late antiquity, see Nutton 2004,
292-3009.

73 See, e.g., Larsen 2017, 286-287.

74 Life of Isaiah 8; see Watts 20062007, 161.
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tuals (sophists, scholastikoi, and students) who visited Palestinian and Egyptian
anti-Chalcedonian monasteries during the 450s—470s.” Peter the Iberian also
journeyed to Phoenicia to visit Christian students who probably included Zach-
arias when they were at Berytus studying law.”

Edward Watts theorizes that Zacharias, deriving much of his Ammonius
from Aeneas’ Theophrastus, shaped his dialogue to appeal to the concerns of a
broader student audience associated with Peter the Iberian. The eschatological
concerns evinced in Zacharias’ Ammonius may well reflect the immersion of
these literati — as well as other Palestinian and Egyptian students — in the dis-
tinctive anti-Chalcedonian culture which John in his Plerophories attributes to
Peter the Iberian.”

In addition to the details concerning Christian students provided by Zacha-
rias’ hagiography of Severus, we have Aeneas’ Theophrastus and Zacharias’
Ammonius.”® While clearly immersed in Platonism, Aeneas and Zacharias both
struck to undermine specific Platonist doctrines which contradicted Christian
teaching. For both, the vehicle of this polemic was the archaizing form of the
Platonic dialogue. The basic goals for the Gazan literati in these texts were to
demonstrate that the world was not co-eternal with God and that God would not
be diminished by the destruction of the universe.

It is difficult to assess the philosophical training of Aeneas and Zacharias
based upon these dialogues. Dubbing the Ammonius more of a “cabaret act”
engineered to entertain and impress fellow Christian students at Alexandria
rather than a systematic Platonist rejection of elements of Neoplatonic thinking,
Richard Sorabji speculates that Zacharias might not have had a very extensive
philosophical training during his studies with the pagan philosopher Ammoni-
us in Alexandria. Zacharias and even Aeneas earlier might also have gathered
some of their philosophical arguments from discussions with rhetorically and
philosophically trained monks in the environs of Alexandria and perhaps Gaza.
Zacharias claims at Life of Isaiah 8 that Aeneas learned how to interpret Plato,
Aristotle, and Plotinus from Isaiah. As was discussed above, the monasteries
around Alexandria and Gaza drew various literati visitors and student visitors
whom monks probably catechized and instructed, offering them ready-made
arguments with which to engage philosophically trained literati and teachers.

75 Plerophories 13, 14, 57, 38, 77, 78; see Watts 2006—2007, 158 and 158 n. 27.

76 Life of Peter the Iberian 114, cited in Watts 2006—2007, 158.

77 Watts 2006-2007, 161-164.

78 For a recent translation into English and commentary on these texts, see Geertz et al. 2012;
Champion 2014.
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Certain monks at Enaton in Egypt appear interested to weaken Ammonius in
particular. Zacharias’ fellow pupil at Alexandria, Paralius, a student of gram-
mar, learned at Enaton specific arguments to wield against philosophy teachers
at Alexandria, among them Ammonius.” We do not know specifically the intel-
lectual training of these monks, but they or Zacharias might have learned such
invective from collections summarizing Christian arguments against Platonism.
Sorabji suggests that the uneven quality of Zacharias’ arguments — a few that
were well-developed but many unsophisticated and sometimes in a highly com-
pressed form — might well indicate his use of a catalogue of summarized argu-
ments and/or his learning from a “crash course” in philosophy. Procopius of
Gaza may also have drawn his arguments against the eternity of the world in his
commentary on Genesis from such a catalogue of arguments.®* These sorts of
catalogues could take the form of florilegia (collections of excerpts from various
texts) of the teachings of the Church Fathers, summaries of pagan teaching, and
summaries of Christian responses to pagan teaching. Christian scholars often
depended for their knowledge of pagan philosophy and scientific traditions
upon catalogues of summaries of these traditions in doxographies.®'

In sum, it is quite suggestive to place Isidore’s monastic conversations
about scientific and philosophical issues within this broader context of monas-
tic intellectual discourse in the Greek East. In this view, Isidore’s conversations
about astronomical and medical issues appears as one iteration of a rich region-
al discursive pattern of monastic engagement with students and literati profes-
sionals concerned with elements of Hellenism perceived as contradicting Chris-
tian teaching. This apparent “anti-intellectualism” of learned monks and
Christian leaders, however, betrays ambivalent immersion in Classical sources
and ideas in part because of their enduring cultural authority.
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Fabricating Monstrosity: Archival
Manipulation and the Production of
Orthodoxy in Socrates of Constantinople’s
Ecclesiastical History

Abstract: This chapter considers how the late antique historian’s praxis influ-
ences a reader’s knowledge of orthodoxy and heterodoxy. In the first half, I
examine how Socrates of Constantinople’s arguments make prominent Arianiz-
ers into monstrous figures in Book 2 of his Ecclesiastical History, as synthesized
from his textual archive. The second half of the article considers how Socrates’s
early readers may have engaged the History as an archival text through a close
examination of the earliest surviving manuscript of Socrates, the late 9th- or
early 10th-century Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana Plutei 70.7. I specifically
attend to when and how episodes about the villains of Book 2 are noted in the
manuscript. This evidence of scribal intervention, I propose, illuminates the
process by which earlier polemical accusation became archived fact, which
informed the reader’s knowledge about the limits of orthodoxy and the dangers
of heresy.

1 Introduction

As more of the intellectual and governing class embraced Christianity during
the fourth and fifth centuries CE, Roman cultural institutions experienced pro-
found shifts. Among the consequences of these shifts was the reorganization of
knowledge around assertions of Christian theology, including the categoriza-
tion of social networks in terms of orthodoxy and heterodoxy. Such reorganiza-
tions are particularly evident in heresiological literature, with its frequently
elaborate ethnographic mapping of heretical groups and their reported “per-
verted” theology and habits.! But such mapping also occurs in Christian histori-
ography, wherein perceived heretics are not simply presented as villains but as
monstrous agents who have inflicted lasting wounds on orthodox populations.
Among these productions is the Ecclesiastical History of Socrates of Constanti-

1 For the ethnographic impulse in heresiology, see Berzon 2016, esp. 42—-54.
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nople, composed in Greek during the mid-fifth century.’ Like the texts of the
heresiological tradition, the History is an act of world-building, by which the
author populates his city and empire with dangerous others who both tempt the
faithful away from Christ and commit extreme violence: they cause fatal street
riots, force-feed their Eucharist to the orthodox, and mutilate holy bodies. These
figures are effectively monsters, in that they serve as warnings of boundaries
not to be crossed, their grotesqueness found not in their physical features, but
in their moral depravity and the atrocities they cannot help but commit.’ In
effect, Socrates uses these characters as sites of negotiation in constructing
knowledge of orthodoxy and heterodoxy.

But such characters are not the only disruptive feature of the History. The
text itself is a somewhat unwieldy, composite artifact that preserves a pastiche
of source material: imperial letters, conciliar documents, polemical orations,
reportedly eyewitness accounts, and what may be information from local ar-
chives, all held together within Socrates’s own loose framing remarks. Ap-
proaching this material is consequently complicated and at times frustrating.
Because of the contrast between the rhetorical complexity of his sources and his
own comparatively simple Greek, his work has frequently been treated primarily
as an archive for reconstructing ecclesiastical affairs from the reign of Constan-
tine through the first decades of the fifth century. Indeed, a source-critical anal-
ysis of Socrates’s History is itself an important subject of inquiry in that it helps
us understand late antique literary culture and provides access to texts that do
not otherwise survive. However, we also need to examine how Socrates utilizes
his sources to construct a particular view of the past and the consequences it
has for interpreting his present. Of note is Socrates’s intentional curation of
extracts from earlier sources into bounded episodes. His editorial decisions
reproduce earlier, highly stylized (and perhaps false) accusations about the
violent tendencies of his sources’ perceived opponents, casting them as certain
fact.

This article examines these aspects of Socrates’s work, namely, his active
arrangement of earlier material to amplify the dangers presented by the hetero-
dox and its influence on a reader’s knowledge of orthodoxy and heterodoxy. To

2 As far as we can determine, the History was completed sometime between 439 and 446. See
Leppin 1996, 273-281, and Leppin 2003, 223; 224-225; Urbainczyk 1997, 20; Van Nuffelen 2004,
10, 61; Wallraff 1997, 209-221. All translations are the author’s unless otherwise noted.

3 While Socrates rarely mentions the physical features of any of his characters, the moral
depictions of his “villains” can be read in terms of hybridity, ideological deviance, and the
moral grotesqueness of “monsters” as explored in Cohen 1996, 3-25.
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do this, I consider, first, Socrates’s compositional strategies, and second, evi-
dence of subsequent reader engagement with the History. Regarding the former,
I focus on Book 2, where Socrates presents the central villains of his history,
those he identifies as Arianizers.* A noticeable core of the material in this book
comes directly from the writings of Athanasius, much quoted verbatim, with
additional, unsourced material that mirrors the episodes found in Athanasius’s
polemic. Those added episodes reiterate established narratives of violence,
implicating other individuals — particularly the bishop Macedonius of Constan-
tinople — through similar actions and thus pulling them into the orbit of Arian
degeneracy. It should be noted upfront that for the present purposes, I am not
concerned with the veracity of any of the incidents of violence Socrates relates.
Rather, my interest is the narrative effects produced from building a text not
simply by consulting earlier sources, but by stitching together extensive quota-
tion, summary, and original commentary, while leaving the seams visible. I
argue that this work amplifies earlier polemic to a degree that fashions the His-
tory’s heterodox characters into monstrous entities that provide reminders of
where the limits of orthodoxy lie.

Following this examination, I consider how Socrates’s early readers may
have engaged this material by examining the paratextual information conveyed
in our earliest surviving manuscript of Socrates, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenzi-
ana’s Plutei 70.7, a late ninth-century manuscript originating from Constanti-
nople or its immediate environs.’ I specifically attend to where and how the
episodes of Book 2 are noted in the manuscript, including in its kephalaia (ti-
tles) and marginal notations provided by the manuscript’s scribe. Such markers
suggest that at least in this manuscript particular topics, individuals, and epi-
sodes were deemed significant enough to draw the reader’s attention. This evi-
dence of active engagement, I propose, illuminates how the copyist participated
in the ongoing production of knowledge about orthodoxy in the way his par-
atextual apparatus did more than simply provide a technology for navigating a
complicated text, but reshaped a textual representation of the past.

4 These individuals should be, strictly speaking, those who supported the Alexandrian presby-
ter Arius and spread his teaching that the Son was a creature and thus not homoousios with the
Father. In Socrates’s narrated social landscape, however, this category is significantly broader
than it was for those involved in the conciliar politics of the fourth century, for Socrates blithe-
ly dumps any Christian who challenges the homoousios or its proponents into this category.

5 For a summary of the manuscript as it attests to Socrates, see Hansen 1995, xii—xviii (but
note Hansen dates it to the tenth century). Subsequent examination has identified the manu-
script’s hand with that of scribe active in the late ninth or early tenth century. See Agati 2001,
47-48; Porciani 2011, 87—-88; Speranzi 2016, 132.
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2 Monsters in the Margins

One of the features of Socrates’s History is the stacking of short episodes of vio-
lence into extended narrations of conflict between religious groups, marked
with a variety of framing devices, as well as pronounced shifts in location, tone,
focalization, and even verb tense. This episodic rhythm is due in part to Socra-
tes’s praxis as a historian: he actively extracts, redacts, summarizes, and com-
piles a narrative of the past from source material from a variety of genres, in-
cluding polemical treatises, letters, credal pronouncements, and reportedly eye
witness accounts and local traditions. He discusses his methodology several
times. At the opening of Book 2, for example, Socrates informs his readers that
he had originally proposed to provide the “naked facts” of the disputes follow-
ing the Council of Nicaea, but that this approach could not do justice to the
harms suffered by the proponents of Nicaea, arguing that those who have suf-
fered these harms (in particular, Athanasius) should be trusted and their words
given weight. Similar comments appear in the preface to Book 5, where Socrates
explains his rationale for presenting the history as he does, interweaving eccle-
siastical and governmental affairs: first, he writes to make his audience aware of
past events; second, to prevent his readers from becoming bored of conflicts
between bishops; and third, to demonstrate how the affairs of the churches and
the public affect each other.

The narrative structures and pacing resulting from Socrates’s praxis is ap-
parent in each book of the History, even if the execution is at times somewhat
awkward. In this regard, Book 2 is not particularly exemplary, aside from the
fact that it, along with Book 1, contains more documentary sources (namely,
imperial letters and creeds) than the later books. Narrative sequences are inter-
woven with chapters devoted to the extensive quotation of documentary evi-
dence, consisting primarily of synodal pronouncements and imperial letters.” As
I note above, however, I focus on Book 2 because it is arguably the book that
establishes (from Socrates’s position) the monstrous nature of Arianizers, ful-
filling the preliminary arguments set out in Book 1 and doing the pronounced
work of pushing these characters to the margins of human society.

6 Socrates, HE 5. pref. 2-3.

7 In referring to chapters, I am, of course, following modern editorial hands here. Socrates
himself did not divide the History into clearly demarcated chapters, although he frequently
supplies narrative devices to mark transitions from one event or topic to the next, many of
which become chapter breaks during transmission.
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The pacing of Book 2’s narrative is pronounced, with individual episodes
strung together into a clear plot that frequently suggests causal relationships
between events and a dynamic frame that pushes the reader through synodal
proclamations. Amidst the chaotic landscape of Arian usurpations, exiled bish-
ops, and burning churches, we can identify five primary excursuses on credal
formulations or doctrinal discussions:

1) Chapter 8 and 10, on the Synod of Antioch (with an interlude on Eusebius of

Emesa),

2) Chapter 18-20, on a series of creeds published by various bishops and the
synod of Sardica,

3) Chapter 29-30, on the Synod of Sirmium,

4) Chapters 36-37, on the Synods of Milan, Ariminum, and Nicomedia (with a
preface on Aétius and the Eunomians in Chapter 35), and

5) Chapters 39-41, on the Synod of Seleucia.

This list of synods and their documents is somewhat deceptive because of the
conventions of chapter division in modern editions. While more chapters in the
second half of the book are devoted to directly addressing synods, obscured is
the fact that the latter chapters (especially chapters 30 and 37) are by far the
longest in Book 2 and provide extensive reproductions of synodal documents.
Narratives of violence frequently serve as framing devices between these excur-
suses. For example, Socrates frames the third and fourth excursus with two
lengthy accounts of excessive violence involving Macedonius and George (2.27-
28 and 2.38), and an interlude of several chapters concerning the torture of Ho-
sius (2.31), the Jewish revolt in Diocaesarea (2.32), and political instability (2.33—
34).

Despite this extensive attention to synodal activity, the narrative framing
provides several coherent plots for someone reading the text for an unfolding
account of events and Socrates’s historical arguments. One of the most signifi-
cant in Book 2 is a dual plotline concerning the episcopacies of Alexandria and
Constantinople, the core of which is found in chapters 2.10 through 2.21, with a
coda appearing in 2.27-28 and 2.38. As I will return to this narrative cycle to
consider the processes shaping our text into an archive in the second half of the
chapter, a brief summary is necessary here. The account begins with the follow-
ers of Arius appointing Gregory of Cappadocia to the episcopal throne of Alex-
andria following Eusebius of Emesa’s refusal of that position (2.10). Gregory’s
installation (2.11), however, is not an easy affair. The local general Syrianus and
his army of five thousand surround the church of Dionysius, where Athanasius
and his congregation are observing a vigil. Athanasius contrives his escape,
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providing Gregory the opportunity to enter the church. The people respond by
setting the church ablaze. The following chapters (2.12-2.13) shift attention to
Constantinople, which remains embroiled in disputes over the successor of its
bishop Alexander. In a sequence of events paralleling what has occurred in
Alexandria, the general Hermogenes expels the Nicene Paul, with the people of
Constantinople responding by burning the general’s house and dragging him to
death through the streets. The emperor Constantius expels Paul, cuts the city’s
grain dole, and accepts Macedonius’s seizure of the episcopal throne (2.13). The
narrative then returns to Alexandria, where the Arianizers, dissatisfied with
Gregory’s efforts and disturbed by his role in the fire at the church of Dionysius,
replace him with George of Cappadocia (2.14). (Socrates provides no hint here,
but in 2.38 George will far surpass Gregory’s violence). Paul and Athanasius
travel to Rome to appeal to the bishop Julius, who proclaims that the two bish-
ops should be restored to their respective sees (2.15). Socrates then provides a
brief notice on the riots and deaths that occur at the instigation of George’s
supporters when Athanasius returns to Alexandria, before digressing into a
discussion of the lies and omissions of Arianizers and Macedonius’s supporter
Sabinus. With 2.16, we are again in Constantinople, this time to witness the
praetorian prefect’s expulsion of Paul and the deaths of 3,150 of Paul’s support-
ers during a riot at Hagia Eirene. Athanasius and Paul again make their way to
Rome to appeal to Julius (2.17). At this point, Socrates inserts his second synodal
excurses (2.18-20, 2.23), interrupted by a lengthy defense of Eusebius of Caesa-
rea, including extensive excerpts from Eusebius’s work (2.21).

Socrates eventually returns to the George-Macedonius cycle in the second
half of Book 2, where the full villainy of the two bishops is exposed. Upon re-
gaining control of Constantinople’s churches (2.27), Macedonius “incites a
Christian war” parallel to the war being waged by those attempting to usurp the
imperial throne, expelling the supporters of the homoousios and then launching
a persecution on par with “those who previously had compelled veneration of
cult statues” (2.27.1, 4). Socrates then turns to reports of George’s actions by way
of an extended passage cited from Athanasius (2.28). This effectively decenters
Socrates as narrator and focalizes instead the voice of Athanasius (as he had
promised in the introductory comments to Book 2). Having arrived in Alexan-
dria during Lent, George begins attacking Athanasius’s followers as soon as
Easter Week had passed:

Virgins were thrown into prison, bishops were put in chains and led off by the soldiers,
houses and food were seized from orphans and widows, and attacks were made against
the houses. The Christians were struck at night, their houses were seized, and clerics’
brothers were endangered on their account. Even these things were terrible, but after-
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wards, more terrible things were dared. In the week following holy Pentecost, the people,
who had fasted, went out to pray in the cemetery because they all refused communion
with George. But this same villain, hearing of this, provoked the general Sebastianus, a
Manichaean. Then, with a crowd of soldiers carrying shields, naked swords, bows, and ar-
rows, he set out against the people on the Lord’s Day... Setting up a large fire and station-
ing the virgins nearby, he demanded that they proclaim that they were of the creed of Ari-
us. When he saw that they were prevailing and thought nothing of the fire, he stripped
them naked and mutilated their faces until they were barely recognizable. Then he seized
forty men and tortured them in an even more unusual way: he cut branches from palm-
trees, but kept their thorns, and flogged their backs so aggressively that some of them had
to undergo surgery multiple times because the thorns had lodged in their wounds; other
men could not withstand it and perished. Now they exiled all the survivors and the virgins
to the Great Oasis, but did not allow the bodies of those who died to be returned to their
households according to the rule of proper conduct, but hid them as they wished, throw-
ing them without burial in order to make it seem that they forgot such a great cruelty
(2.28.4-11).

Socrates follows the recitation of George’s evils with a series of (sometimes
lengthy) chapters documenting synods occurring in both halves of the empire,
interrupted by relatively brief discussions of military affairs. Then, in 2.38, he
provides the culmination of his arguments in a lengthy account of Macedonius’s
activities in Constantinople. Having effectively stolen the city’s episcopacy ear-
lier, he has become even more emboldened by the synodal decrees and begun
appointing his allies as bishops in neighboring cities. Socrates provides a
graphic account of how Macedonius “turned the provinces and cities upside
down”:

He was performing countless evils to those who did not choose to heed his teachings, and
he was persecuting not only those of the church who were distinguished, but also the No-
vatians, knowing that they, too, accepted the homoousios... Many of the men notable for
their reverence were being arrested and tortured, since they refused to share communion
with him. After the tortures, they compelled men by violent means to partake of the mys-
teries, for prying open the men’s mouths with wood, they shoved the mysteries down their
throats; and those who suffered this considered it a torture greater than other punish-
ments. Also seizing women and children, they forced them to be baptized. If any refused
or otherwise resisted, flogging immediately followed, and after the flogging, [there were]
chains and the rack and other terrible things... They placed the women who refused to
partake of the mysteries in a box and cut off their breasts. They branded the breasts of
other women, sometimes with iron and other times with eggs heated intensely in fire. This
[punishment] from those who claimed to Christianize was unknown among the punish-
ments of the Hellenes (2.38.5-9).

Included in the list of Macedonius’s other atrocities here are the destruction of
Novatian churches in Constantinople, the deployment of soldiers to harass No-
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vatians in the Paphlagonian town of Mantinium, and even an attempt to move
the sarcophagus of Constantine to the church of Hagios Akakios. These last two
events lead to open fighting and bloodshed, with the Mantineans successfully
defending themselves with only hatchets and scythes (2.38.29-32) and street
fights turning deadly in Hagios Akakios’s courtyard (2.38.40-42). Even as
lengthy as they are, these episodes do not occupy nearly as much space as their
neighboring expositions on synods and creeds. However, compared to many of
the previous notices of violence, which are short, punctuated, and relatively
vague, these episodes are quite extensive and detailed. If Socrates’s readers had
any doubts as to either George’s or Macedonius’s tyranny, these events should
resolve them.®

Beyond the mere argument against those Socrates casts as Arianizers, this
plotline allows us to consider how the historian is re-shaping knowledge of the
past as he collates earlier sources. While some of his material for this narrative
cycle appears in the earlier history written by Rufinus, his dependence on Rufi-
nus is surprisingly limited, considering his comments in 2.1 and how reliant he
is on Rufinus for his chronology in other portions of the History. Instead, the
bulk of the narrative and its details are consolidated into a coherent narrative
from various works by Athanasius. The events surrounding Gregory’s election
and installation (2.10-11) are pieced together from Athanasius’s De synodes
Arimini in Italia et Seleuciae in Isauria 22-23, Apologia de fuga sua 20, 24, and
33, Historia Arianorum 11.1, and Epistula encyclica 3.3. Athanasius’s travels to
Rome (2.15 and 2.17) appear in Apologia de fuga sua 25 and 33 and Apologia
contra Arianos 3-20. It is not entirely clear whether Socrates was working direct-
ly with those sources, as he indicates only once, in 2.28 while recounting
George’s brutality in Alexandria, that he is quoting his source. Timothy D.
Barnes has argued that Athanasius had compiled a dossier of his works, concil-
iar documents, and letters, and other fifth-century historians clearly worked
from similar collections, if not that very dossier.” Given Socrates’s comments in
2.1, it seems plausible that he was working with just such a collection, even if he
also had access to other copies of Athanasius’s work.

8 George’s character receives further confirmation in 3.2, when he suffers a proportionate
death at the hands of an angry mob: following the desecration of the adyton of Alexandria’s
Mithreum, which incidentally exposed evidence of human sacrifices by the cult’s participants,
the city’s Hellenizers attacked Christians, culminating in forcibly removing George from his
church, tying him to a camel, and then burning him with the camel. See further discussion in
Drake 2010, 173-193. Macedonius is eventually deposed for his crimes in HE 2.42; Socrates does
not provide an account of his death.

9 Barnes 1993, 37; 110—-112; Burrus 2000, 64-68.



Fabricating Monstrosity = 113

Details about the Constantinopolitan episcopacy, on the other hand, are
largely unsourced. Athanasius, and after him Jerome, offers only brief mentions
of Paul, primarily regarding his accompanying the Alexandrian bishop to
Rome."° Sources for Macedonius are even more difficult to track. While short
notices of some events can be found in Rufinus and Jerome, Socrates’s History is
the first surviving source for these details." The most charitable reconstruction
is that Socrates expanded on the brief mentions of his named sources by incor-
porating details from unnamed sources: imperial or ecclesiastical archives,
eyewitnesses, and local traditions, or perhaps the writing of Sabinus, whose
compilation of synodal documents does not survive and whom Socrates casti-
gates for misrepresenting events.”? The account of Macedonius’s actions against
the Novatians in 2.38 Socrates attributes to personal conversations with Auxa-
non, an aged contemporary whom he claims witnessed the events (2.38.11).
Whatever his sources for the Constantinopolitan material were, however, the
effect of his editorial hand is striking. Macedonius’s character is substantiated
by his connections with George, connections that may be primarily narrative,
but implied to be personal because of the close narratological interweaving. In
his own work, Athanasius clearly marks George of Cappadocia as a tyrant who
has no qualms about overexercising his authority. Socrates’s accounts of Mace-
donius’s actions present the Constantinopolitan bishop as having similar
tendencies.

It is overly simplistic to observe that Socrates is simply presenting material
from the sources he had collected. Along with knowledge of a documentary
nature (whether imperial documents or direct, attributed quotation of literary
works), Socrates participates in and reproduces a history of polemic. This is
particularly evident in his reproduction — and amplification — of earlier Chris-
tian tropes linking persecution to insanity, contentiousness, and conflagration.
In the roughly two generations prior to Socrates these associations had been
transferred from “pagan” authorities to Arius’s sympathizers, and Socrates
developed this association further. Book 1 of the History abounds with evidence
of the duplicity of Arius and his supporters, from Socrates’s earliest warnings
about the coming “civil war between Christians” in HE 1.4.6 to Arius’s pretend-
ed acceptance of the homoousios (for which God punishes him with a shitty

10 Athanasius, Apologia de fuga sua 3, Historia Arianorum 7; Jerome, Chronicon 324 (317f-i).

11 See Rufinus HE 10.28; Jerome, Chronicon 342, 359 (317h—1i, 323h).

12 Whether Sabinus is Socrates’s source here is unclear. References to Sabinus and his collec-
tion appear in Socrates, HE 1.8.28, 1.9.28; 2.15.8, 2.17.9-10, 2.20.5, 2.39.8; 3.10.11, 3.25.19;
4.12.41, and 4.22.1.
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death in the book’s final pages) (1.38.8-9). Throughout Book 2 it becomes in-
creasingly clear that the Arianizers are not simply devious fraudsters, but the
new persecutors of true Christians. In the first report of Arianizing intrigue after
Constantine’s death (2.2), Eusebius of Nicomedia and Theognis of Nicaea em-
ploy an unnamed presbyter, previously exiled for supporting Arius, to insinuate
himself into the palace and become intimate with the empress and her eu-
nuchs.” Echoing the progress of Arius’s teachings in the previous book, this
single presbyter is the spark (omvOr|p) through which Arius’s teachings ignites
contentiousness (@\oveiia) at court, which quickly becomes strife (£pig) that
engulfs not only the city, but the entirety of the eastern provinces (2.2.4)." The
double refrain of fire and conflict reverberates throughout book 2, as strife over
Arius’s teachings is “kindled” (¢£a@B¢v) and individual Arianizers are described
as having “fiery” (8iamipwg) dispositions.”

But Arianizers are not simply hot-heated in Socrates’s history, nor are their
teachings merely incendiary. Their leaders are also pyromaniacs who have no
hesitations about setting people or property aflame, sometimes in ways that
unsettle their supporters. Consider, for example, the brief episcopacy of Gregory
in Alexandria. Initially supported by Arianizers in the city (and installed by the
threat of military force) (2.11), Socrates reports that Gregory is rejected by the
Arianizers three chapters later for burning a church (2.14)." Again, this report
aligns with persecution tropes, for, as Jennifer Barry has recently noted, the
burning of a sacred space signals the initiation of imperial persecution in
fourth-century Christian literature, including Socrates’s source for this incident
(Athanasius, Epistula encyclica 7)." As the narrative of Book 2 proceeds, proper-
ty destruction becomes violence against bodies. People are slaughtered in riots
in Antioch (2.8.5), Alexandria (2.15), and Constantinople (2.16, 2.38.40-43). The
Alexandrian bishop George of Cappadocia and the Constantinopolitan bishop

13 Compare this episode to the earlier insinuation of Arian teaching in the household of Con-
stantine’s sister Constantia in Socrates, HE 1.25 (following Rufinus, HE 10.12).

14 Cp. Socrates, HE 1.6.

15 Socrates, HE 2.2.5, 2.12.5, 2.25.4, 2.35.4. See similar language about the opponents of Alex-
ander of Alexandria earlier at 1.6.31.

16 Presumably, this structure is the church of Dionysius, which was burned not by Gregory
but by “the people of Alexandria” because they were angered by the attempted arrest of Atha-
nasius (at least as Socrates narrates the incident in the earlier chapter). It should be noted,
however, that Gregory was not expelled from Alexandria, but rather died in 345. See note in
Hansen 1995, 105.

17 See Barry 2020, 14.
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Macedonius mutilate the bodies of those loyal to the homoousios, sometimes by
fire.'®

Much of this imagery comes directly from Athanasius, whom Socrates privi-
leges for the “record” of events, as he admits at the beginning of Book 2 and we
have already seen. But as Virginia Burrus has noted, Athanasius himself had
manipulated his own involvement in the controversy — perhaps even reshaping
what was a local controversy into a more decisively transregional one — in order
to lend credibility to his own contested episcopacy.” “Only after the crisis of
Gregory’s entry into Alexandria in late 338,” Burrus observes, “did Athanasius
rediscover ‘Arius’ (who had been dead since 335 or 336) and the usefulness of
the label ‘Arianism... The Encyclical Letter to All Bishops, which he seems to
have written in 339 ... following the appointment of Gregory as bishop of Alex-
andria, frames Gregory as an ‘Arian’ but still does not explicitly mention Ni-
caea.”” But it was not until around 350, she argues, that Athanasius began to
fully develop and deploy a memory of Nicaea against another rival bishop that
he characterized as Arian.” As Barry demonstrates, a significant part of Athana-
sius’s strategy was to deploy precisely those earlier associations of imperial
persecutors with insanity and fire against his Christian opponents discussed
above.”? Athanasius’s success in controlling the narrative is suggested by the
fact that later authors invoked the memory of Athanasius’s “persecution” to
assert their own legitimacy and shaped their own struggles according to Atha-
nasius’s example — as, for example, Pseudo-Martyrius and Palladius do in their
eulogaic apologies for John Chrysostom.” In the process, the distinctions be-
tween heroes and villains are crystalized, the latter frozen into monstrous
(mis)representations.

Saying that Socrates is convinced by Athanasius’s account of the past may
risk overstating evidence for authorial intentionality. The ecclesial and intellec-
tual environment of fifth-century Constantinople had already been shaped
through generations of homoousian discourse that reinforced Athanasian
claims. As an inhabitant of that world Socrates was subject to its discursive
processes. In other words, Socrates did not simply compose a history, but was
himself shaped by the polemic of previous generations — narratives that he

18 See Socrates, HE 2.27.4-7, 2.31.3, 3.38.5-43.

19 Burrus 2000, 60.

20 Burrus 2000, 60.

21 Burrus 2000, 61-62.

22 Barry 2020, 27-29.

23 Pseudo-Martyrius, Oratio funebris in laudem Joannis Chrysostomi, 93; Palladius, Dialogus de
vita Joannis Chrysostomi, 9.196-205. See discussion in Barry 2019, 126-130.
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presents (perhaps even trusts) as factual accounts of events following Nicaea.
Socrates not only accepted Athanasius’s account as historical fact, but he has
also appropriated it as an archetype for arranging his own presentation of the
past. Even if Socrates derives his material on Macedonius from another source,
his dual plot involving the two bishops amplifies these tropes further. In arrang-
ing his narrative as he does, Socrates replicates and reinforces Athanasius’s
assertion that those associated with Arius were never truly Christian, but rather
the devious agents of Satan, and inherently effeminate and “out of their minds”
(mopdppoveg).* The parallel narratives about George and Macedonius mutually
reinforce the violent characters of both “heretics,” until they become acute in
the second half of Book 2. Torture builds upon torture, blood mingles with
blood, and the intwined accounts solidify into one that solidifies the monstrosi-
ty of these two “heretics.”

The resulting argument appeals to his audience’s sense of violation and
outrage in order to place these characters outside the normal boundaries of
human society. Consequently, the Arianizers come to function as monsters, in
the sense that they occupy a category of actors whose deviance marks social
boundaries and warns against the transgression of those boundaries. Socrates
himself never refers to these characters as monsters, but like many monsters,
these figures occupy the margins of human society and perform a type of hy-
bridity — not in their physical appearance (for Socrates never mentions their
appearance), but rather in their tendency to act as beasts or demons. This is true
even when they have somehow broken into the center of human society and
gain control over the mechanisms of governance and cult, for in their irrational-
ity and depravity they overturn proper order and bring chaos, war, and death.
Their deviance lies not in their own bodily deformity but in their moral deformi-
ty, and they not only disfigure the bodies of their victims, but they also threaten
to mutilate “orthodoxy” and the empire as a whole. This narrative strategy also
had the potential to similarly demonize their “heirs,” that is, individuals in
Socrates’s own day who identified with — or whom others might identify with —
the Macedonians or other “Arianizing” clergy. Particularly important here is his
presentation of harm and trauma at the hand of vicious actors to construct de-
finitive knowledge of the past and, through that, knowledge of the present.”
The Arianizers, especially George and Macedonius, become agents interested
only in applying pressure to those around them, to force heresy and apostacy or

24 Athanasius, Apologia de fuga sua 7; Socrates, HE 2.28.12. For a summary of Athanasius’s
construction of Arians, see Burrus 2000, 51-52.
25 For the reduction of moral agents in narratives of harm, see Presser 2013, 22.
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to exercise their own power. In other words, Socrates maps orthodoxy by cast-
ing these individuals as monsters and stationing them at its margins, relying on
their disfiguring actions to serve as a warning to those who encounter them.

While Socrates’s History is populated with a large cast of deviant characters,
including Hellenizers, Jews, Manichaeans, and even a few tyrannical Nicene
bishops, the most pervasively insidious and destructive are those whom Socra-
tes identifies as Arianizers. The Arianizers’s subversiveness and violence con-
tinue to appear in subsequent books, albeit increasingly displaced, until focus
on the Arianizers’s plots gives way to the machinations of Alexandrian bishops,
Nestorius, and others in Book 7. This coincides, not accidentally, with the near
disappearance of the Arianizers themselves from Socrates’s landscape, whether
by their acceptance of the homoousios or the dilution of Arius’s teachings.?® But
their torch is passed along to the villains of later books, to their imagined heirs,
including individuals contemporaneous to Socrates.

3 Monsters in the Archive

From this examination of Book 2, it is evident that Socrates manipulated the
sources that constituted his archive to craft sustained arguments about the
monstrous nature of those he regarded to be arch-heretics. But how did Socra-
tes’s readers interact with that narrative? Did they read Socrates’s History for its
arguments, as I have offered above? Or did they approach it primarily in highly
atomized way, interacting with it as a bounded archival record of the past (and
as many scholars today still tend to do)?” My goal in this second half of the
chapter is to think about how readers may have received, organized, and pack-
aged the knowledge provided by Socrates through a close examination of our
earliest surviving Greek manuscript of Socrates, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana
Plut. 70.7.%® To that end, I focus on the manuscript’s presentation of Ecclesiasti-

26 See, for example, the acceptance of the homoousios by the Macedonian community in
Synnada to avoid persecution (7.3) and the theological shifts in Constantinople’s Arian com-
munity brought the presbyters Timothy and George (7.6).

27 This is not to say that modern scholars only treat the text in an atomized way. Significant
counter examples include Gardiner 2013, 244-269; Irshai 2013, 149-153; Van Nuffelen 2004,
342-346; and others who engage details supplied by Socrates with a healthy attention to his
agenda.

28 A high-resolution digital facsimile of this manuscript is available through the Biblioteca
Medicea Laurenizana’s website at http://mss.bmlonline.it/Catalogo.aspx?Shelfmark=Plut.70.7.
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cal History 2.10-21, 2.27-28, and 2.38, that is, the “George-Macedonius cycle”
discussed above, including its credal documents and the defense of Eusebius of
Caesarea at 2.21. A survey of the paratextual apparatus for these selections from
Book 2 reveals interesting details about how Plut. 70.7°s copyist imposed a su-
perstructure onto Socrates’s text that could shape how it was read. While I rec-
ognize the scribe may have replicated and added to structuring elements al-
ready present in his exemplar(s), for the sake of my argument I will approach
the scribe’s production of the manuscript as a historical moment and the deci-
sion to retain any features of the exemplar (including the text itself) as an act of
shaping engagement — including, as will become apparent below, the impulse
to atomize the text, to offer summaries and notations that fashioned it into a
more easily navigable record of historical events and documents.” This activity,
I argue, helped tame a cumbersome and at times unruly “textual monster,”
while encouraging readers to approach the text as an archive to be skimmed
and referenced.

Dating to the late ninth century, Plut. 70.7 was likely copied in a scriptori-
um in Constantinople or its immediate environs. Maria Luisa Agati has identi-
fied the copyist as the same scribe who produced volumes for Arethas and an
otherwise unknown Dionysius.* Folios 1 through 187 contain Eusebius of Caes-
area’s Ecclesiastical History (ff. 1-173r) and the Martyrs of Palestine (ff. 173r—
187v), the latter being a text frequently appended to the former.” Like Eusebi-
us’s work in the first half of the volume, Socrates’s text (ff. 188r —391v) is written
in two columns, in a semi-angular minuscule. Provided at the beginning of each
book is a table of its kephalaia (chapter titles). Book 2 occupies folios 227v
through 2771; the selections I am surveying here appear on folios 232v through
243v, 249v-251v, and 263r-265v. Throughout the volume abbreviated kephalaia
appear in the top (or occasionally the bottom) margin of the column in which
that chapter begins and is anchored to the text by chapter numeration. The
scribe also provides rubrics, annotations, scholia, and other sigla to guide sub-
sequent readers. At least three later hands added to these notations, providing
their own glosses, repairs, and corrections. The reader should also note that the
modern chapter divisions as established in the editio princeps and currently

Last accessed 28 October 2022. I extend my gratitude to my student intern, Emma Candland, for
helping transcribe and catalog the manuscript’s marginalia and paratextual features during
Summer 2021 and to Amherst College for providing funds for this work.

29 See comments in Nichols 1997, 10-11, 14.

30 Agati, 2001, 47-48; Speranzi 2016, 132.

31 Schwartz 1999, cxlvii—cliii; Schott 2019, 27.
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followed in Hansen’s critical edition do not fully align with our manuscript’s
numeration.” In the following discussion I will therefore provide three notations:
(1) the folio number, (2) the chapter as assigned in Plut. 70.7 (labeled as x), and
(3) the modern numeration (labeled as HE).

As my interest is the earliest discernable moves to transform the text into an
archive, I will focus on the first stratum of reader engagement, that is, the copy-
ist’s structuring and visual ordering of the text through kephalaia and marginal
notations. Distinguishing between the decisions of the scribe and the precedent
of his exemplar is difficult, particularly because we do not have earlier manu-
scripts for comparison. Even so, we can make some tentative speculations about
how the scribe engaged the text. For example, the inclusion of both Eusebius
and Socrates in the same volume suggests the scribe accepted Socrates’s asser-
tion that his history should be read as a continuation of Eusebius’s.® It also
seems to me that at least two copies of Socrates lie behind the text and paratex-
tual apparatus of Plut. 70.7. The kephalaia in the tables for the first three books
of Socrates tend to be succinct, running only two or three lines. This is a marked
contrast with the kephalaia in the tables for the four later books, which are quite
lengthy. This difference is also reflected in the division of chapters. The earlier
books follow roughly the same chapter division as modern editions of the text,
whereas the later books are divided into far fewer chapters. This suggests that
the kephalaia originated from two sources, one for Books 1 through 3 and an-
other for Books 4 through 7. It is impossible to determine whether this means
that our scribe himself had two copies of the History at his disposal or that those
two sources were already combined in his exemplar. At the very least, however,
it strongly suggests that neither the titles nor chapter divisions originated with
Socrates, but were subsequent additions.**

As mentioned, the scribe employs a number of ways to divide and annotate
his text. The broadest imposition of order in the book is made by dividing the
text into discrete units through its kephalaia. As is the case in the rest of the
manuscript, the kephalaia of Book 2 are visually set apart from the text, nearly
always in rubric (red uncials) in the upper margin. In most cases the heading
supplied in the margins is verbatim, or nearly so, to that provided in the table at

32 Asdiscussed below, Book 2’s chapter numerations between Plut. 70.7 and modern editions
coincide until HE 2.10.

33 Porciani 2011, 88.

34 A cursory comparison of kephalaia for Book 2 in the eleventh-century BML Plut. 69.5 re-
veals at least some titles shared with Plut. 70.7. Further comparison of kephalaia across the
available manuscripts is warranted.
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the beginning of the book (ff. 227v-228v). Divergence in Book 2’s titles largely
appear in the abridgment of the in-text title, most likely, I imagine, due to the
demands of space. These abridgments do not result in the loss of information,
with a few exceptions.” Beyond kephalaia and headings, the scribe offers subti-
tles, which appear in the margins in a black, uncial script. These generally mir-
ror the kephalaia in form and length, including their tendency to begin with 67,
Tiepl, or wq. Related are frequent marginal lemmata, similarly written in a black
uncial.* These notations appear to serve as indexing notations aimed at orient-
ing the reader within the progression of the narrative and helping them quickly
locate events or topics of interest. For example, several notations alert the read-
er to episcopal succession or to characters within the text.” The distinction be-
tween subtitle and indexing lemma is often blurred, and both registers seem to
assume the functions Gérard Genette assigns to intertitles.”® A further important
paratextual register consists of scholia and glosses that direct the readers to
particular textual loci. Occasionally these notations provide the reader with
outside information, but more often, they summarize the immediate contents of
the text. In a few instances, a scholion offers a brief exclamatory response, often
disparaging in tone, that provides a glimpse of the scribe’s reactions to Socra-
tes’s material or to the author himself. Finally, the abbreviation XH (written as a
lunate sigma enclosing an eta, for onueiwoal, “take notice”), in the scribe’s
hand as well as in later hands, appear throughout the text, occasionally in con-
junction with the marginal commentary outlined above. The scribe’s £H are
generally distinguishable from those of later hands by the presence of one or
more rippled dashes.*® While I will include relevant instances of a £H in the
following discussion, more study is warranted to understand the types of infor-
mation that interested the scribe for such notice.

As will be observed below, the scribe’s treatment of quoted documents is
inconsistent. Sometimes documents are marked conspicuously with rubricated

35 Compare, for example, the titles for k.8, in which the abbreviated title drops the long title’s
emphasis on Eusebius of Nicomedia’s responsibility for the Synod of Antioch.

36 There are three instances of indexing annotation written in minuscule on ff. 234v and 234r.
As they provide the same type of information as other indexing annotations, it is not immedi-
ately clear why the scribe did not write these in uncial.

37 See for example, ff. 231r, 248r, and 272r.

38 Genette 1997, 294-318.

39 An observation made by D. Speranzi in an unpublished catalog entry for the online Codices
Graeci Antiquiores. A Palaeographical Guide to Greek Manuscripts to the Year 900. As of Sep-
tember 2021, information for the project was located at the now defunct https://sites.google.
com/site/codicesgraeciantiquiores/. My thanks to Jeremy Schott for sharing this detail with me.
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intertitles situated in the columns or the presence of diple (>) at the left edge of
each line.”’ In other cases, the scribe does not provide such pronounced forms
of visual identification. For example, while some of the letters in the series in HE
2.23 (ff. 243v-248r) receive rubrication, others in this same series are noted by
short glosses or are even simply numbered in the margins. Still other documents
are marked only with a new paragraph, signaled by ekthesis, or the extension —
and occasionally the enlargement — of the first letter of the line into the left
margin.”

Let us turn, then, to our selection, with an eye to the map drawn by the
scribe. HE 2.10 begins on f. 232v, roughly a third of the way down the left-hand
column (see fig. 1). While the passage is marked with a faint chapter number
(10) and the associated rubric “£x0ea1g Tiig &v Avtioxeia ouvodou (the proclama-
tion of the Synod at Antioch)” appears in the upper margin, the chapter is not
set off with a new paragraph, which is unusual for chapter divisions in Book 2.
(The reader should like to know that this is where Plut. 70.7’s chapter divisions
begin to disagree with modern chapter divisions.) Interestingly, the title of
f. 232v does not agree with the title in the kephalaia table, which refers instead
to the appointment of Gregory as Alexandria’s bishop. But on f. 233v we find
another kephalaia rubric, also marked as k.10, signaling just that episode (this
location coincides with the beginning of HE 2.11 in modern editions). The reason
for the duplicated x.10 is unclear. Perhaps the scribe erroneously misread an
indexing lemma as a chapter title, resulting its placement as a chapter rubric.”
This hypothesis is supported by other indications for credal statements in the
same chapter. Further down f. 232v, the scribe has placed a ZH next to Socra-
tes’s comments about the alteration of the creed at Antioch (HE 2.10.2), accom-
panied by a summarizing gloss in miniscule noting that the synod made no

40 Examples of inter-text rubrication appears on ff. 232v, 237v, 2471, and 247v. Similar rubrica-
tion appears in Book 1, on ff204r, 205v, and 206v. Diple appear only three times in Book 2: f.
241v (x.20; HE 2.21.3, quoting Eusebius’s Vita Constantini 3.13); ff. 242r-243r (x.20; HE 2.21.7-12
and 14-21; quoting Eusebius’s De ecclesiastica theologia 1.8 and 9 [attributed by Socrates to
Contra Marcellum)); and ff. 250r-251r (k.26; HE 2.28.3-14, quoting Athanasius’s Apologia de fuga
sua 6-7). We see diple more frequently in Book 1.

41 Inote here that our manuscript does not include Constans’s letter to Constantius that some
later manuscripts place at the end of HE 2.22. At some point, however, a later reader (not the
copyist himself, I think) has marked the location with an obolus, suggesting recognition of the
omission. Interestingly, the reader did not add the text of the letter in the margins.

42 Another possible error appears on f. 266v, where the in-text title for k.38 (HE 2.40) is miss-
ing entirely. The beginning of that chapter, however, is indicated by the scribe. As the chapter
concerns Acacius’s machinations at the council of Seleucia, I wonder if the omission was inten-
tional.
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innovation to the creed, but produced two credal statements. Here the creed is
set off simply by ekthesis, that is, it is written as a single, contained paragraph
that continues onto f. 233r. The second creed from Antioch receives a rubric
inserted in the left column (6AAn €kBeatg, “another creed”). In short, we should
expect both k.10' on f. 232v and the rubric on {233r to both be inter-text signals
intended to aid the reader in finding the synodal documents.” Remarkably,
neither creed receives comment, but is rather simply indexed to aid the reader
in location. The scribe seems to focus instead on connecting the Frankish
movement into Gaul with the general disorder of the synod (HE 2.10.21-22),
inserting on f. 233v both a ¥H and a marginal anchor directing the reader to a
miniscule gloss in the left margin: “611 &v Tn Tapaxii TWV ekkKANOLOV WG Emimav
£v {&An toL kowvob (at the disorder of the churches almost everywhere was in
general distress).”

K.10" (HE 2.11 in the modern numeration) receives little scribal attention
aside from a top-margin chapter rubric indicating that it concerns Gregory’s use
of imperial troops to attack Athanasius, and a £H marking the locus of his attack
on Athanasius’s vigil (HE 2.11.3). The following chapters, in contrast, receive
more attention. K.11 begins on the right column of f. 234r and is given the title
“611 'Evoepiov tehevtioavtog, 0 év KwvotavtiounoAet Aaog IladAov évebpdvi-
oV aﬁelq, ol 8¢ Apelavol Moxedoviov (when Eusebius died, in Constantinople
the people again enthroned Paul, and the Arians Macedonius).” Alongside the
passage relating Eusebius of Nicomedia’s death, the reader is directed to a
scholion reiterating this information, as well as the additional comment that
“0Ta01g €k TOUTOV EUPUALOG (there was civil war from this).” The chapter con-
tinues to the folio’s verso, where the scribe has offered a brief indexing notation
at the top of the left margin next to Ursacius’s and Valens’s recantation of Arian
teachings (HE 2.12.4). In the next chapter, k.12, “nepl Tiig Eppoyevoug tod atpa-
mAdTtov Gvaipéoews (concerning the death of the general Hermogenes),” the
scribe notes several details: the treaty between the Romans and the Franks
(marked by a ZH), Paul’s second expulsion from the city, and the 80,000 units
of grain Constantinople normally received prior to Constantius’s sanctions.
When we return to Alexandria in the next, short chapter for George’s replace-
ment of Gregory, the scribe again takes little note aside from a ¥H drawing at-
tention to the church fire (HE 2.13). He has no interest in George’s Cappadocian
origin or in recording episcopal succession as we occasionally find elsewhere.*

43 Compare the rubrication of imperial letters in HE 2.23.49-58 (f. 247r-247v).
44 See, for example, ff. 231v and 248v.
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With .14, the reader returns to Athanasius and Paul, who, as the chapter
rubric in the lower margin of f. 235r announces, have received letters from Julian
of Rome and returned to their respected cities. In the margins, another indexing
notation draws attention to Athanasius’s and Paul’s second restoration and the
seventh synod held in Antioch. At the top of f. 235v’s left margin is a lengthy
scholion that appears to have received some repair by a later hand:

Tkomet 6Tt Kai VTEP Sikaiwv AéyovTeg ol ‘Pwpaiol, 008E UMEP TOUTWV OV VIO TWV TUXO-
VIWV TIapedEoVTO. ZKOMEL 88 kai TO GddkpiTov [oT@V], OTL Momep Toug dvevBuvoug
MadAov kai ABavaoolov, oVTwG Kai Tovg LEVBUVOLG WG duTov MapkeAlov ESikaiovv. AN
£l Kol P& TOV TUXOVTWY ETUOKTOV, SHwG o@odpav mttipnatv Séxovtal. wg &l ye mapa
GELoAoyw ToUTWY, Kol UTEP Sikaiwv £8€x0vTo THV EMLTiUNOLY, TaAAL GV TG PINOTIPWTEING
£navoavTo.

See that even the Romans who speak about the verdicts do not recognize anything con-
cerning these men or from what happened. And see, too, their indecisiveness, that just as
Paul and Athanasius were innocent, so too were they responsible because they vindicated
Marcellus himself. But although among those who were bishops, nevertheless they re-
ceived excessive criticism. Because if they were among people of importance and received
criticism about the verdicts, they would have ended their former ambitions.*

The scribe’s source here is not certain, but behind it is perhaps a lost letter from
the Synod of Sirmium outlining the judgments against Athanasius, Paul, and
Marcellus and subsequent vindications.* The abbreviated title for k.15 focuses
on Constantius’s expulsion of Paul from Constantinople, omitting the longer
summary’s mentions of both Philip’s involvement in the affair and Macedoni-
us’s installation as bishop. But the scribe flags Paul’s third expulsion, this time
at the hands of the prefect Philip (HE 2.16.3), as well as Socrates’s comments
about Paul’s Macedonian ancestry (HE 2.16.6) and the massacre in Hagia Eirene
(HE 2.16.13). Athanasius’s third exile is noted in both the rubric for k.16 and in
an indexing notation at HE 2.17.3.

While not as directly involved in the George-Macedonius cycle, the synodal
excursus in HE 2.18-20 and the defense of Eusebius in HE 2.21 provide an inter-
esting comparison to preceding chapters. First, the synodal excursus of 2.18-20
(k.17-19) is remarkable in the scribe’s near lack of interest in the credal materi-
al. Instead, annotations focus on information about Athanasius and Paul. Not

45 A XH that appears to be from a later hand anchors the scholion to a passage concerning
how Macedonius’s supporters blame Athanasius for the conflict (2.15.8). Further to the left, a
third hand has added another, much larger H.

46 See discussion of the letter in Amidon 1997, 52-53.
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only are the two men centered in the title of k.17 (HE 2.18), but the scribe also
provides a short explanatory scholion on f. 237v clarifying that after they had
received no aid from the Roman throne (presumably the scribe refers to the
bishop of Rome here), they sought help from the emperor. At the end of the
same chapter, the scribe provides a short biographic notation for Photinus (f.
238r). The next annotations the reader of the first strata of marginalia encoun-
ters are several folios later. But of the creeds contained in this section, the scribe
offers only an in-column rubric (GAAn £x0eo1g) for the creed composed by a
small number of bishops at Constans’s request (HE 2.18.3), dedicated chapter
titles for k.18 and 19, and a very few XH on f. 240r marking discussion about
Patripassionists in the “poxpootiyog £x0eotg (long-lined creed)” (HE 2.19.20—
22).7 Otherwise, the scribe provides no notations, leaving the reader a remarka-
bly barren textual landscape between ff. 237v and 240v.*® More robust margina-
lia appear again on f. 241r, with notices on a divergent reading attributed to
Sozomen (HE 20.5)* and summary indexing for the Synod of Philippopolis (HE
2.20.8-9) and the deception of Marcellus at Sardica (HE 2.20.13). The scribal
intervention with Socrates’s apology for Eusebius of Caesarea (HE 2.21) is more
pronounced. On the one hand, this is one of only three chapters in Book 2 where
the scribe marks quoted material (here quotations from Eusebius) with diple. On
the other hand, our scribe breaks from his penchant for indexing with derision,
first calling the defenses of Eusebius “dpuypai kai doBeveig (silly and weak)” on
f. 241v, and later, on f. 243v, exclaiming “ola @Avapa (what nonsense)!”*

The codas to the George-Macedonius cycle (HE 2.27-28 and 38) appear on ff.
249v-251v and 263r-265v. HE 2.27 and 28 both belong to the same chapter, .26,
summarized with the rubric “6tt ITawAov ££0pLoBEvTog Makedoviog anbig KaTa-
oYWV TIOAAG KOKA TOTG TO OLOGVGIOV PPoVODOLV Tiemoinkev (when Paul was ban-
ished, Macedonius, holding power, again brought about many evils upon those
supporting the homoousios).” Almost immediately the reader encounters a
gloss noting “ravtoxod 0 Makedoviov papdvog Tpoémog (the entirely blood-

47 While Socrates does not identify the location of the synod that produced this creed, his
source, Athanasius’s De synodis 26, implies that the bishops had again met in Antioch.

48 This section did elicit the attention of later readers, evident in brief notations and discus-
sions in later hands and other “signs of active reading” (to borrow a phrase from Liv Ingeborg
Lied via personal correspondence), including vertical lines marking passages of interest.

49 The parallel is Sozomen HE 3.11. Note, however, that the critical edition of Sozomen agrees
with Socrates and does not record a variant reading for the passage. Perhaps the scribe had a
copy of Sozomen with the variant reading; another possibility is that the scribe (or the source
scholion) has confused the accounts of Sardica and Ariminum (Sozomen, HE 4.17).

50 The comment is written in uncial, with no accents or breathing marks.
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thirsty character of Macedonius)” (f. 249v; see fig. 2). There is a remarkable lack
of interest in Athanasius’s accusations about George’s violence, quoted at
length by Socrates in 2.28, aside from diple marking material quoted from Atha-
nasius (this is the second chapter in Book 2 with this feature). Interestingly,
however, the passage does not even warrant its own chapter, but is rather pre-
sented as part of a chapter about Macedonius. The details that draw the scribe’s
pen instead are Vetranio’s failed elevation to the purple (HE 2.28.10) and Gal-
lus’s elevation as Caesar, with its accompanying celestial portent (HE 2.28.21—
22).

The lengthy chapter on Macedonius (k.36; HE 38), in contrast, receives mul-
tiple notations, beginning with its kephalaia alerting the reader to Macedonius’s
“cruelty” (mepi TAg Moxedoviov wpotnrog, f. 263r). On f. 263v, alongside the
account of Macedonius’s mutilation of women (HE 2.38.9), the scribe exclaims
“&0eov kol wuov (ungodly and savage)!” (see fig. 3). As the reader proceeds
through the chapter, the scribe’s annotations draw attention not to the forced
communions or mutilations, but to other bishops installed by Macedonius and
the Arianizers — Cyril of Jerusalem, Eleusis of Cyzicus, and Marathonius of Ni-
comedia — and those who suffered Macedonius’s attacks — the Novatian bishop
Agelius, Auxanon (another Novatian), and the Novatian community in Mantini-
um. The scribe also notes the relocation of the Novatian Anastasia church from
Constantinople’s Pelargos neighborhood to its suburb Sicai and comments on f.
264v that Socrates “Aéyel pkpod NavaTiavoug kal Tovg arod Tfig kaboAwkng Opo-
vorjoal (“says the Novatians and those from the Catholic [church] are nearly
united”). This commentary is perhaps surprising, given how pronounced the
violence in this section of the chapter is, but the scarcity of annotations here
only makes the existing notations more noticeable. Importantly, these notations
draw attention to incidents that, amid so many other more gruesome events,
might be otherwise overlooked, particularly the relocation of the Novatian Ana-
stasia and the Mantinian affair.

From this survey, we see the copyist make numerous textual interventions
that are simultaneously visual and textual cues that direct the reader, atomizing
the text into digestible, scannable segments and making it a navigable archive.”
I cannot address every detail here, but we can see some key themes emerge.
First, it is no surprise that synods and credal proclamations should elicit some
level of interest. We see this not only in the rubrication of synodal documents
here, but also elsewhere in Book 2. For example, the scribe keeps a running

51 See Nichols 1990, 8.
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count of the synods, as well as summary comments.”> And yet, it is curious that
these documents do not receive more textured mapping than we find in the
episodes that serve as Socrates’s framing narrative. It is also interesting to note
the contrast in the scribe’s treatment of Socrates’s source material, whereby
quotations from Eusebius and Athanasius are given significant weight and
clearly marked as quoted material, but the documentary evidence (credal
statements and epistle), which Socrates also (supposedly) reproduced from
other sources, are more firmly presented as part of the textual background.
While excerpts from Eusebius and Athanasius receive clear attention, Socrates’s
quotations of other texts (including biblical texts) are not marked by diple. In
such cases, the documents and source materials almost — if not entirely — fade
into the background noise of the text. If these creeds signal the limits of ortho-
doxy, if they are the products of defeated monsters, then the scribe’s relative
silence further signals their defeat. These documents effectively become docu-
mentary evidence, available to interested readers, but ultimately artifacts of
ancient disputes relegated further to the past.

And what of Socrates’s monsters, of Gregory, George, and Macedonius?
While Socrates had a pronounced interest in Macedonius, the actions of George
and Gregory were central to his arguments about the monstrosity of Macedonius
and the Arianizers more generally. The scribal apparatus, however, imposes a
marked shift in the text’s emphasis. Rather surprisingly, George and Gregory
receive very little notice from our scribe. At most, they receive mention in a few
kephalaia and cursory onpeiwaoat. Instead, the scribe’s focus is on events related
to Macedonius: Constantius’s reduction of grain rations, the massacre at Hagia
Eirene, the attacks on Novatians, and, in a passage not examined here, the as-
sassination of Paul of Constantinople (HE 2.26.5; f. 249r). The scribe pulls a few
other opponents to the foreground — for example, Ursacius and Valens, Photi-
nus, and Marcellus — but sustained focus remains on Macedonius. Perhaps this
attention is simply because of the manuscript’s proximity to Constantinople
(which, of course, intersects with Socrates’s own interest in the city). Even so,
the attention is surely not without consequence.

In a programmatic essay on material philology, Stephen Nichols observes,
“One can alter some words in a song that one sings without changing it in an

52 For example, his assignation of blame for the “most ungodly (Sucoepéotatov)” synod at
Antioch to “the turncoat (6 k60opvog) Acacius” (f. 272v; k.43; HE 2.45.9). Numeration of synods
appear on ff. 235r, 241r, and 265v. Also noted are the six condemnations and nine excommuni-
cations issued at Seleucia (HE 2.40.44-45) and the nine credal statements listed by Socrates in
HE 2.41.18-23.
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altered context. By writing it down amidst other songs with which it will be
immediately compared, one may radically change many aspects of how we
understand the song, even without changing its lyrics.” So, too, with a text —
including our text. Through the paratextual apparatus, our scribe brings some
elements forward from the clutter of the narrative, while pushing others back-
ward — or even effectively erasing them altogether. In this way, the scribe re-
draws the map of the archive, encouraging his reader to visit new sites and for-
get old ones, as though old Nebraskan rail towns pushed to the negative space
of the map when bypassed by the interstate. Similarly, as a result of scribal
intervention, some of Socrates’s monsters — Gregory, George, even heretical
creeds — are subdued and tamed, pushed from the spotlight, yet lurking in the
text for any who step past the margins. Others hold their station on the margins,
offering warnings to those who consult the archive. While I have not analyzed
here the evidence of later reader engagement with this scribal map, we do find
traces of readers who set their own guideposts that further reshaped the text.>

4 Conclusion

What we have examined here is a sequence of transformations in the textual
record, in which source documents are compiled into a narrativized text and
subsequently atomized and indexed into an easily navigable format. In the
simplest terms, this is a move from textual archive (Socrates’s sources) to text
(Socrates’s History) to archival text (Plut. 70.7). But the layers and agendas in-
volved make these moves far from simple.

In the first half of this article, we observed how Socrates transformed linger-
ing accusations from Athanasius against his adversaries into facts, contributing
to the ongoing solidification of orthodoxy and heterodoxy as meaningful social
categories. His activity in this regard — not quite composition, but also not
merely compilation — depends on his already having been persuaded by Atha-
nasius’s claims, as well as the orthodoxy of Nicene Christianity.” Of course,
Socrates is not an aberration in either his commitments to Nicene Christianity

53 Nichols 1997, 19.

54 See for example, a series of longer discussions left on ff. 2394-240v by the thirteenth-
century hand, identified by Hansen as hand 2; see Hansen 1995, xv.

55 It should be noted that for Socrates, imperial authority is as important as (and often more
important than) whether a Christian leader is orthodox. Consider, for example, his negative
evaluations of John Chrysostom (6.21) and Cyril of Alexandria (7.7.4).
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and assumptions about its place in mid-fifth-century Roman society or in his
strategies to reinforce those commitments for himself and his readers. This ob-
servation is true even if we consider outstanding questions regarding his ob-
served sympathies and possible affiliation with individuals in Constantinople’s
Novatian community. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge the ways
that Socrates is a product of over a century of Christian discourses and episte-
mology and how much he is actively constructing knowledge. We have ample
evidence of “orthodox” orderings of the world from the fourth and fifth centu-
ries, in a plurality of modes (doctrinal treatises, invective and apologia, histori-
ography, collections of synodical canons and imperial legislation). Their repre-
sentations produced the illusion of relatively coherent collectives or networks of
Nicene (“orthodox”) and heretical voices. It is a world excavated, cleaned, and
reconfigured from a complicated, layered, contentious cesspool. It is also an
understanding of the world of which Socrates is both a product and an active
producer.

Socrates’s History readily shows its composite nature, stacking narrative ep-
isodes next to documents. Sometimes its chronological progression and causal
links are thick, but at other times they are incredibly thin. This unevenness in
construction has encouraged negative literary judgments about Socrates’s liter-
ary skill, as well as a certain willingness to trust him as a reporter, even if his
chronology or testimony is at times found wanting or erroneous and despite
acknowledgment of his sympathy for Novatians. What has received less discus-
sion is that it facilitates not only the same atomization and indexing that we
find occurring to other texts, but a strong archival sense — or rather, the weaker
narrative structures provide the illusion that the text can be approached as ar-
chive first and a unified narrative second. We see these tendencies emerge in
the paratextual apparatus of Plut. 70.7, where the scribe has provided (or
passed along) a map for those who wish to consult the text. At the same time,
the technologies of reading culture add new layers and agendas, changing the
text’s fabric as emphasis shifts. A reader’s engagement with the text would de-
pend on several factors: the reader’s motivations, interests, time, and ability.
Plut. 70.7°s paratexts — kephalaia, subtitles, scholia — provide information that
helps readers navigate the chaos and clutter of Socrates’s History, but also
shapes their interpretations of the text and the knowledge it offers.
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Fig. 1: BML Plut. 70.7, f. 232v. Chapter title in left column is rubricated.




Fig. 2: BML Plut. 70.7, f. 249v. Chapter title in right column
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Fig. 3:

BML Plut. 70.7, f. 263v.
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Nicola Reggiani

Knowledge Construction in Progress:
From Paratext to Marginal Annotations
in the Greek Medical Papyri

Abstract: This paper deals with the various strategies adopted in the ancient
times to construct and transmit medical knowledge in written format. Based on
the analysis of Greek papyri from Hellenistic and Roman Egypt, it is possible to
uncover the graphical, layout, and textual devices used by the ancient physi-
cians to build, enhance, and improve their ever-changing set of knowledge in
the everyday interplay between theoretical knowledge and practical know-how.
After an introductory discussion about the concept and the features of paratex-
tual elements, the discourse will focus on the marginal annotations that added
further information — often connected to the actual medical practice — to the
written content of the medical papyri.

1 Constructing Ancient Medical Knowledge

Hippocrates’ famous aphorism “Life is short, art is long” perfectly depicts the
nature of medicine as a technical knowledge in continuous progress. Even very
recent circumstances — I am referring here to the still ongoing Covid-19 pan-
demics — warn us about the fact that many centuries of developments and im-
provements are never sufficient to grant a complete handling of our healthcare.
Medicine has always learnt both from the past and from the present and such a
set of knowledge, which is consequently characterized by a progressive and
ever-growing nature, has always been founded on the expertise boosted by
many wisemen through time and continuously updated and fine-tuned thanks

This contribution falls within the scopes of the PRIN 2017 project “Greek and Latin Literary
Papyri from Graeco-Roman and Late Antique Fayum: Texts, Contexts, Readers” (P.l. Lucio Del
Corso, University of Cassino), research unit at the University of Parma (coordinator Nicola
Reggiani, http://www.papirologia.unipr.it/ricerca/prin2017.html). Papyri are cited according
to the official abbreviations explained in the Checklist of Editions of Greek, Latin, Demotic, and
Coptic Papyri, Ostraca, and Tablets at https://papyri.info/docs/checklist. | refer to it also for
the bibliographical details of the papyrological editions.

@ Open Access. © 2023 Nicola Reggiani, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111010311-006
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to the personal experiences of individual physicians and researchers.!
Knowledge construction and transmission is accordingly fundamental in the
field of ancient medicine and, though it was performed orally at the earliest
stages, writing had become an essential aspect of its intellectual process since
the times of Hippocrates.>

Several ancient medical treatises survived in the manuscript tradition,
thanks to European copyists and Arabic translators, but it is from the Greek
medical papyri that we get a true glimpse of the actual writing practices of an-
cient physicians and savants interested in medical topics.> The papyri are in-
deed a direct product of everyday life and activity and allow for what has been
defined as “the worm’s eye view of history”.* The Greek papyri from Hellenistic,
Roman and Byzantine Egypt (3rd BCE - 7th CE) containing medicine-related
texts (treatises, handbooks, prescriptions, and collections of recipes) constitute
a very technical corpus, the ca. 350 items of which share common linguistic and
scribal features aimed at shaping and conveying their own specialized con-
tents.® It is therefore interesting to analyze the strategies adopted to formalize
and transmit this specific knowledge.

Beside the corpus-specific technical language, which has already been
studied elsewhere,® the Greek medical papyri employ a rich network of paratex-
tual or non-textual strategies with the purpose of integrating the very textual
information with further meanings that enhanced the technical content of the
writings. These strategies thereby contributed to the articulation of an expres-
sive discursive network that was essential to the formulation of the medical
writing itself, to its transmission, to its learning, and to its practical use. Accord-
ing to Gérard Genette’s textual theory,” paratextuality is defined as the relation
between a text and what surrounds its own main body — for example: titles,

1 On the transmission of medical knowledge through the time see the very recent collective
volume Bovo 2022.

2 See, e.g., the statement péya 8¢ pépoc fyedpon thc téyxvne sivar o dHvacbon kotackoméecOon
nEpl TOV yeypoppévov dpddc. 6 yap yvovc kol xpeduevoc tovtolcty, odk Gv pot dokén péyo
codArecOar &v T téyvn (Hippoc. Epid. 111 3, 16, 1-4) “I consider the ability of evaluating cor-
rectly what has been written as an important part of the art. He who has knowledge of it and
knows how to use it will not commit, in my opinion, serious errors in the professional prac-
tice.”

3 On the circulation of medical writings among professionals and laymen in Graeco-Roman
Egypt (in the test case of the Arsinoite district), see Reggiani 2019b and Reggiani 2022.

4 Parsons 1981, 11.

5 A good introduction to the Greek medical papyri is provided by Andorlini 1993.

6 Maravela 2018; Bonati 2018a; 2018b; 2019a; 2019c.

7 Genette 1992, 83-84, as later developed in Genette 1997, 1-7.
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headings, and so on. I usually understand this concept in a broader way, in-
cluding all the voluntary non-linguistic or paralinguistic strategies that enhance
the text and add further meaning to its comprehension, that is all the graphical
and layout devices that stand between the mere materiality of the act of writing
and the linguistic content of the papyri: layout devices such as line displace-
ments or any further spatial distribution of the script; graphical marks such as
punctuation, critical and diacritical signs; symbols and abbreviations; and the
like.?

I have already investigated the ways in which common scribal practices —
shared with other literary and even documentary papyri — could be modulated
and adapted to special text genres, which are in turn deeply rooted in the typi-
cal dichotomy between theory and practice that shapes the medical art. My
discourse has focused in particular on two peculiar text typologies, which I will
resume here as an introduction to the matter.

The first text typology is constituted by the prescriptions and the collections
of recipes (i.e., the so-called ‘receptaria’), where the main scribal concerns were
to keep each recipe separated from the others by preserving its textual integrity
and to articulate its very content in its main conceptual components: title head-
ing, therapeutic scope, list of ingredients and their quantities, instructions for
preparation and use. Textual integrity was usually maintained by means of
structural indicators, such as horizontal lines (paragraphoi) between two con-
secutive recipes or the displacement of the first line of each new recipe to the
left (ekthesis), not infrequently starting with the formulaic word dALo “another
one” (i.e., another recipe of the same type as above). The internal articulation of
the prescriptions was often highlighted with particular layout strategies (e.g.,
the ingredients columned in single rows) or with special monograms aimed at
catching the user’s attention: the most frequent were tfi for mpdc (“against” or
“for” a particular disease) at the beginning of the heading section, in order to
clarify the therapeutic scope, and | for xp® (imperative “use”) in the final sec-
tion.’

The second typology groups the questionnaires or question-and-answer
catechisms — i.e., explanatory manuals providing theoretical definitions or
practical descriptions in the format of a question followed by an answer —,
where the main scribal concern was to outline a particular paging structure
aimed at highlighting its didactic and/or reference purposes. Line displace-

8 A general survey of paratext in the Greek medical papyri has been presented by Ricciardetto
2019.
9 Reggiani 2019a.
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ments to the left (ekthesis) or to the right (eisthesis), blank spaces that stand out
in the scriptio continua (the uninterrupted writing typical of the Greek papyri),
particular graphical marks were frequently deployed to highlight the question-
phrase and to keep it separated from the answer-block.™

Beside such conscious strategies to construct knowledge with the help of
paratextual information, there was a clear trend in enriching the main textual
information with marginal annotations, which perfectly represent the fluid
nature of the medical knowledge process. Notes and comments, added into the
unwritten margins of the writing surface or between the lines of the main text,
produced either by the original copyists of such texts or by their subsequent
owners, are perhaps the best example of the ancient scholarly and/or personal
use of the texts, and they contributed to make them interact with their readers/
users. Therefore, they attest to an even more direct and lively process of
knowledge construction and transmission.

The appearance, content, and context of the marginal annotations in the
Greek literary and paraliterary papyri have been masterfully examined by Kath-
leen McNamee in her ground-breaking research published in 2007. Though
further instances have been retrieved since then, this remains a fundamental
milestone on the topic, which is still being addressed by the same scholar in
more recent contributions. The medical papyri are not absent from McNamee’s
discussion, which naturally considers them within the overall frame of the writ-
ten phenomenon analyzed." A more focused analysis may enhance the under-
standing of such a practice from the viewpoint of knowledge construction. I will
organize the following discussion with MacNamee’s categorization of marginal
writings in my mind."

10 Reggiani 2020.

11 McNamee 2007, 113-114 and 123-124.

12 Of the many possible categories of marginalia as categorized by McNamee, the medical
annotations fall within six main classes: (a) textual variants (= A3 “Attributed variant” in
McNamee’s classification); (b) marginal commentaries (= McNamee’s B2 “Interpretations and
explanations™); (c) notes on the structure of the text (= Cld “Notes on specific topics / The
organization of the work”); (d) references to external commentaries (= C1f “References to com-
mentaries”); (e) personal indications of useful passages (= D1 “Indications of useful passag-
es”); (f) personal additions (which can fall into McNamee’s generic class D2 “Quasi-personal
notes / Other”). I leave the marginal references to external commentaries out of the present
discussion because they limit themselves to critical marks of sometimes uncertain interpreta-
tion.
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2 Marginal Variants

This is the category that most directly pertains to a ‘philological’ attitude to-
wards the textual content of a medical writing and finds a wonderful witness in
Galen’s descriptions of his own critical efforts and of the different circulating
versions of the relevant literature.” Marginal notes containing divergent ar-
rangements of the main text always imply a critical consideration of the text and
a comparison with other manuscripts preserving different contents. Whether
this proper philological collation was done by the original copyist or by a later
user can usually be ascertained by checking the handwriting, though the same
person could write in different ways, depending on whether he was copying
from a library model or annotating a personal comment.

Undoubtedly did the same informal hand copy both the main text and the
marginal additions of P.Oxy. IX 1184, a papyrus fragment from Oxyrhynchus,
dated to the first half of the first century CE and containing some pseudo-
Hippocratic epistles, copied on the verso of a tax register. All the letters trans-
mitted in this papyrus deal with Hippocrates’ alleged invitation to Persia by the
Great King Artaxerxes, which he self-confidently refuses — an exemplum of
Hellenic pride that was certainly used for the sake of ethics. For this reason, we
should not assume the medical significance of this papyrus beyond any doubt;
nevertheless, it is very important as to the mechanics of transmission of the
Hippocratic corpus. The papyrus preserves different versions of letters 3, 4, 4a,
5, and 6a (ed. Smith), separated from one another by ekthesis of the beginning
line and paragraphoi between the individual epistles. [Ep.] 3 was shortened at
the end, the ordinary termination being appended as an adscript, which starts
in the narrow interlinear space between 1l. 8 and 9 and continues in the right-
hand margin, where it develops into two further, narrower lines, parallel to but
independent from 11. 9 and 10 of the main text. Afterwards, [Ep.] 4 is transcribed
twice, as a compressed version of the long form in the main text, and in a short
form (= [Ep.] 4a), lacking the introductory salutation, added in the right margin,
and separated from the main body of letter 4 with an irregular vertical line that
frames 11. 11-17 to the right, following the profile of longer 1l. 16—17 but cutting
out the last letter of 1. 14.

It is impossible to state whether the variants were added at the same time of
the copying of the main text or later. However, a stronger textual correction, at
11. 11-12, where former transcription 40 8¢ AckAn|miod yeyovdtoc was corrected

13 See, e.g., Roselli 2012.
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into Ackin|modén[v §]vt éyydvor by deleting the incorrect letters and replacing
them over the line, seems to suggest a later stage of revision, perhaps the same
as the interlinear insertions of téyvnc at 1. 4 and of Kot at 1. 11, and as the ex-
punction of 8¢ by means of two overdots at 1. 3 (Grd 8(£) Ac|kinmiod, see below).
It is very possible that the private copyist of the text compared it with another
copy, or with more than one copy, and then intervened on his own text by delet-
ing words, which most likely belonged to non-canonical or corrupted versions
of the text, sometimes replacing them with the reputedly correct ones, and by
simply juxtaposing variant but equally acceptable passages.

A comment inserted between letters 4 and 5 (1. 17-19), preceded by a para-
graphos and in slight ekthesis — but shorter than the beginning lines of each
epistle, to mark its independence — makes us think of a marginal note of the
original rolls, later dropped into the main text: 0 8¢ ygvvailoc Tnpicac t0 Thc
téxvne dEio|pa kol 10 mpoc tove “EAAnvac @ikdctopyov | dvtepdvncey ypdyac
1oV Tpdmov todtov “Indeed the well-born, defending the honor of the art and the
affection towards the Hellenes, replied writing in such manner.” Indeed, this is
not attested elsewhere in the Hippocratic epistolary tradition and looks like
some marginal comments that we will be discussing below. It is impossible to
state whether the copyist already found the text as it is or whether he inserted
an extra comment in the main body."

Other cases of marginal variants equally point to philological phenomena of
textual collation. In P.Ryl. I 56v (Hippoc. Acut. 24-27; unknown provenance,
second century CE) 6xdcot | to1dde is added by the same informal hand to the
right of 1. 9, which is unfortunately broken at the relevant passage. The editors
postulate such supplement as 6cot 8¢ (vel wc Scot) 148 Eyov]ct, while the mar-
ginal text is more similar to Hippocrates’s manuscript tradition, including Ga-
len’s commentary ad loc., bearing mc ol / &cotl toudde Exovrec (Scot 8¢ to1dde
&yovcy, Littré). In P.Oxy. LXXX 5221 (Hippoc. Mul. 1 1, 8-14; Oxyrhynchus, third
century CE), evpictd|uw added by the same hand to the right of 1. 21 allows for a
supplement £]v dy|[ysi® edctdp ktA.] at 1. 20-21, which is an unattested vari-
ant, while the marginal word corresponds to the unanimous manuscript tradi-
tion of the passage.

With the possible exception of epistle 4a, all these marginal variants seem
closer to Hippocrates’s manuscript tradition than the main text of the papyrus,
so that in each case we can guess a collation of the base copy with one better
(closer to the original) text or more. However, there seems to be a difference
from a mere replacement, which involves the deletion of the incorrect wordings.

14 On this case, see also McNamee 2007, 124.
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It is true that in both of the latter cases the original passage is lost, but the fact
that the variants were added in the margin rather than over the wrong passage
(as in P.Oxy. 1184, 11-12, and many other similar instances in the literary papyri)
lets us argue that it was not intended to replace the main text, yet rather to jux-
tapose an alternative option. Conversely, in the same P.Oxy. 5221, 4, yévnta[t is
very likely corrected to yévoiro (the form attested in all the manuscripts but one,
which records yévntat as in the papyrus) by interlinear addition of the correct
characters above the wrong ones (ysvﬁ!fq[) and a xaf is supralinearly added at
1. 15 (§%0] Huépoc ' dvo edppdvac) — a simple copying lapse or a corrupted text?

Actually, marginal and interlinear supplements are often just additions of
missing passages, forgotten by the scribe while copying from the source text or
already lost in the textual transmission. Single words, like the examples in
P.Oxy. 1184, or the kai in P.Oxy. 5221, 15, are usually written in the interlinear
space, over the point where they should have been, but longer passages can
extend into the margins, as again P.Oxy. 1184, or occupy them, as the six short
lines added to the left of P.Ant. II 86, fr. a (Hippoc. Aph. V 43-68; Antinoupolis,
late 6th — early 7th century CE), side B, 13-17, corresponding to an omission
between 11. 13-14. It is noticeable that in this case the addition was inserted into
the left-hand margin.”

Some of the interlinear and marginal additions in the Michigan Medical Co-
dex, which I will discuss further below, relate to further explanations of relevant
points of the text. It may be questioned whether they derive from the owner’s
personal knowledge (in this case, they would fall within another class of margina-
lia, see below) or from his collation with a better copy of the book — a procedure
that he certainly accomplished, as is confirmed by the several corrections of me-
chanical mistakes in the main text. On page B verso, between 1l. 1-2, [kol toc]
odAdc “and wounds that are scarred over” extends the medicament’s scope as
expressed in the surrounding lines: 0g]p[an]edet [ta €hkn] | [kol T SJucenovr[wto
kai] | [to wod]oud kol o plevpa]|[tica] k[o]i kdAmovc idrar “it cures the wounds,
those hard to cicatrize as well as the old ones and the effusing ones, and heals the
fistulous ulcers.” The whole context is developed in a sequence of coordinated
objects, so that the insertion may well belong to the original work (after all, this is
the editor’s impression too). On the same side, mpec(Putika) “chronic” is added
above 1. 7 [pedp]ota mvodea (= moodea) mTpdc {1t} osfAdc N [dpo] vrmTuch. The
letter pi, likely deleted by the original copyist and overwritten with ov, makes us

15 In P.Oxy. 5221, 3-4, where the copy suffered from a saut du méme au méme, we cannot
know whether the missing text was added to the left, because that part went lost. There is no
trace of addition to the preserved right.
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think that the word mpecButike appeared in the original version and was omitted
for some reason, then restored by the revising hand.

3 Supralinear Corrections

Overdots marking expunctions are a common feature of literary papyri. They are
conceptually comparable to the replacement of single characters or words by
writing the correct text in the interlinear space above the wrong one: in this
case, instead of the correct characters, the dots warned that nothing had to be
substituted.

nepwtic[uévov] for mepwcpévov in P.Dub. 1, 32 (Hippoc. [Ep.]; unknown
provenance, 1st — 2nd century CE) is certainly a textual enhancement (the tech-
nical verb ewlw “to roast” replaces the obviously nonsensical poti{m “to illu-
minate”) like the intervention by overdots in the abovementioned P.Oxy. 1184.
Whether it was the original copyist to make the correction, or another person,
we cannot really tell, though we might suspect the latter, since the only other
corrections in the fragment (supralinear insertions “*td and xa' at 11. 16 and 31,
fixing banal transcription mistakes) seem to have been added in a different
hand.

Also tovtgo[v] for tod Gvtoc in P.Oxy. LXXX 5220 (1), 17 (Hippoc. Alim.; Ox-
yrhynchus, 2nd - 3rd century CE) is a textual improvement, agreeing with Hip-
pocratic codices, though syntactically problematic, but the original wording is
not too far from Deichgridber’s conjecture tod déovtoc — at any rate, there is
certainly some philological work behind this correction. Another hint of philo-
logical care in the same fragment is the supralinear insertion In*tot at I. 15,
which relates to a divergent reading in the codices (Sucedtnkrot vs dvcekrikot,
ducéxnkrol Cornarius) and the text from which the papyrus was copied may
have contained some uncertainty.

A diplography lies behind £oJosvéoiciv dodcwv in P.Kdln. 119, 19 (Hippoc.
Aph.; unknown provenance, first half of the third century CE), due to the similar
spelling of the two words: was the mistake committed by the scribe while copy-
ing the text or did he find it in his antigraphon? At any rate, the correction may
have been applied by more careful a reviser than the one of P.Strasb. inv. 1187
(anonymous surgical treatise), who left the diplography t]@v cwvoapdv {tdv
cwvap®dv} (1. 14) uncorrected.

Another interesting correction by overdots is avtotod[ in P.Oxy. LXXX 5240
(1), 2 (anonymous surgical-ophthalmological treatise; Oxyrhynchus, 1st century
CE): according to the fascinating hypothesis by W.B. Henry (apud ed.pr.), “the
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scribe may have begun to write t6 dyyictpwov [i.e., dykictplov, the surgical
hook], present in his exemplar as a (perhaps supralinear, and perhaps incor-
rect) explanation of an ambiguous a0td, before realizing his mistake and can-
celling the superfluous letters.” We may further wonder whether this supraline-
ar addition had already been mistakenly dropped into the main text of the
scribe’s exemplar. Hint of philological work can also be n&p‘mpafv (Trapoupetv
corrected into mepionpelv) in the same papyrus, fr. 3, 6, while nowd“ta ibid., 9
looks like a banal transcription mistake.

Of various nature are the corrections by overdots applied to P.Oxy. LXXX
5233 (anonymous treatise on acute diseases; Oxyrhynchus, 2nd - 3rd century
CE), including a grammatical issue (fr. 1+2, i 2 év31800cnc: aorist participle
instead of present participle), a missed elision (ibid., i 4 6ev for 8’ 8v), a diplog-
raphy (ibid., i 8-9 kaERt®V Kol | [¢]nl TOV); a iotacism is fixed by supralinear
addition (ibid., i 27 8'[el]eysipovroc; uncorrected iotacisms at 1l. i 23-25). This
extensive correction (but at ii 4-5 Bon]0M {1}|pato escaped), together with the
circumflex accent likely added at i 25 €dv to signal the infinitive av, shows a
thorough revision of a poor-quality copy of a circulating text.'

A second-stage revision did perhaps undergo P.Oxy. LXXX 5223 (Hippoc.
Progn.; Oxyrhynchus, late 1st century CE) too. Here, some characters are can-
celled with strokes. At 5-6 §[1]on[v]|["i]natoi the deletion is further marked with
an overdot; at 18 #£mt with a single horizontal stroke (does this mean that a
different person made the correction?). These may have been superfluous iota’s
erroneously added by the original copyist while transcribing, since also the
other corrected mistakes in this fragment belong to banal transcription errors: 6
xpN *piv[ew (haplography yp/kp) and 17 éctd*ueva (haplography of a triangular
sign A/ possibly influenced by common participle endings).

A more interesting instance is 14 pnytyvﬁwu the original word was
Ppiyvutal, and it was certainly trivialized into yfyvnray; it should have been cor-
rected as )p;iyvﬁrm in the exemplar transcribed by the copyist of our papyrus,
who, however, got confused and thought that pn was a supralinear insertion
and not a replacement of the characters below — forgetting the second supra-
linear correction. The latest corrector, moreover, failed to notice the wrong ini-
tial spelling, probably due to the graphical similarity between n and y1 in this
script (he possibly read pnnyvntatr and missed the double eta). This is a good
example of a multiple chain of corrections from manuscript to manuscript.

16 P.Oxy. 5233 preserves a slightly different copy of the same treatise as P.Oxy. LXXX 5234
(Oxyrhynchus, first half of the 2nd century AD). This case is a nice witness of the actual circula-
tion of ancient medical writings.
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Equally interesting is what happens at the beginning of 1. 8 of the same frag-
ment: a single word, [t]péneta, is written by a second hand — seemingly the
same that authored the other corrections — before a vacat, after which the first
hand continues. It is apparent that the copyist left a blank space later partially
filled by the owner of the papyrus: it can be inferred that the former did tran-
scribe from an exemplar that was damaged or illegible in that point, and the
missing text was then recovered from other copies.

4 Variants or Corrections? Uncertain Cases

Both marginal variants and supralinear textual adjustments imply the same
phenomenon, namely, the contemporary existence of multiple and partially
different copies of the same texts, which were compared to one another in order
to establish a seemingly correct version, or to just report the diverging tradi-
tions. In fact, there is a couple of uncertain cases that may fall within any of the
two categories of annotations.

P.Tebt. II 272v (Tebtunis, late 2nd century CE) is a fragment of Herodotus
Medicus’ De remediis, describing the symptomatology of thirst and its treat-
ment; the text corresponds in part to an excerpt of Herodotus Medicus preserved
with Oribasius’s treatment of thirst in case of fever (Coll.med. V 30,6-7 Raeder =
CMG VI 1,1). At L. 5, where the text reads aition tfic Tpocpopdc introducing the
different reasons for giving the sick something to drink, the scribe adds two
groups of three letters between dots above the line: *t®ve above tfic, and *pdve
above pac. At a first sight, this may fall within the case of text replacements, in
which the correct characters are written above the delenda. Certainly, writing a
word between dots can be a way to highlight a correction added later on.” How-
ever, we cannot be sure of what is going on here because this variant is unat-
tested in the manuscript tradition, i.e., in Oribasius’ passages quoting Herodo-
tus Medicus, all of which have the singular form. We would have a scribe
correcting the form unanimously preserved by the manuscript tradition and
replacing it with an unattested variant. The P.Tebt. editors speak of “correction
or alternative reading,” Marie-Héléne Marganne of “hésitation.”*®

If we should define it, we ought to call it a ‘scribal variant,” and compare it
with P.Oxy. LVI 3851 (Oxyrhynchus, 2nd — 3rd century CE), a fragment from a

17 See, e.g., the koppa in P.Eirene III 25, 3 with comment ad loc.
18 Marganne 1981, 76.
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copy of Nicander’s Theriaka, where the same device is used to signal a textual
alternative between npecfictatov (l. 12 = Nic. Ther. 344) and npecfictatov (*ve
above the iota). Both forms do appear in Nicander’s manuscript tradition, and it
is not clear whether the scribe wanted to juxtapose the two variants or to re-
place the former with the latter. A replacement occurs indeed without dots at1. 7
(Evawsrm, with a rough breathing added above the supralinear alpha and an
accent over the following alpha: oavoiveton edd.) and both interventions look
like the work of the same copyist.

In fact, unless the intention of the scribe or of the subsequent owner is
clearly a replacement of a patent mistake, the choice of leaving the original text
and adding corrections or variants in the surrounding space — either interlinear
or marginal — seems to entail a certain habit towards the text, which certainly
derives from Alexandrian philology.?”

5 Marginal Commentaries

This class contains an important piece of evidence of erudite work. McNamee
has thoroughly illustrated how marginal comments in literary papyri directly
source from extensive or ‘continuous’ commentaries and glossaries, mainly
produced in the environment of Alexandrian scholarship. In most of the cases,
the question remains, whether annotations were transcribed from such refer-
ence books or taken down in the course of oral presentations or classes. From
this viewpoint, it is perhaps significant that the examples of medical marginal
commentaries come from the papyrus materials discovered at Antinoupolis. As
has already been investigated, the 30 medical texts from Antinoupolis® — da-
ting from the third to the seventh century CE but especially concentrated in the
sixth, and all redacted on papyrus and parchment codices — are expression of a
school and academic practice of considerable level, mostly contemporary to the
activity of the most important and renown Alexandrian iatrosophists (mid-sixth
to mid-seventh century).” Therefore, it is not by chance that many of the papyri

19 Alexandrian philologists used to produce annotated editions of circulating copies of liter-
ary works, instead of editing completely ‘new’ and ‘clean’ texts: see Irigoin 1994 along with
Montanari 1994.

20 To the 27 texts originally published in the P.Ant. volumes, add fr. 11 of P.Ant. III 184, identi-
fied as a different work in the CPF edition, and two new texts published in Pap.Flor. XLIV.

21 Andorlini 2017, 301. On the Antinoupolis materials, see also Marganne 1984; Corazza 2009;
2018.
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from Antinoupolis show traces of editorial work: reading notes like the marginal
titles in a copy of Hippocrates’ Aphorisms (P.Ant. I 28, see below), variants, and
even proper marginal comments.

The case of P.Ant. III 183, another fragmentary copy of the Aphorisms on a
sixth-century papyrus codex, is of particular relevance because it lays a bridge
towards the consolidated system of Mediaeval scholia, by suggesting that a
similar textual and material organization — the composition of erudite material
and its annotation in the margins of manuscripts — was already operating in
ancient technical texts.? In fr. 2, side A, the wide margin (4.5 cm) on the right of
the remains of Aph. III 24 hosts a marginal addition in a smaller handwriting,
with a noticeable centered header cyo = cx6(Mov) followed by a comment about
the Hippocratic text: telécac 0 0(e)idta[toc] | ‘Tnmokpdinc tov n[e]|pl TV dPOV
Kol kotac.[td]jcemv Adyov dpyetaft Tod] | [wle[pll tdv nhkidv t[uf]|[potoc]
“Having the most divine Hippocrates concluded the discourse about the sea-
sons and their constitutions, the section about the ages starts.” The information
given is few more than the titles of the relevant sections (see below, P.Ant. I 28),
yet the wording structure and especially the header make us think of an explan-
atory note that originated in a school context. Indeed, the annotation does not
relate to the titles of single aphorisms, nor to the canonical articulation in seven
books, already established at Galen’s times, but to a different internal subdivision.
The note does not belong to the known scholiastic tradition, just as the other
extant annotation from the same text, preserved in the lower margin of fr. 3,
side B. Here, after a line of the main text identified with Aph. IV 5, in a space of
about 6 cm a thick text of 10 lines has been compressed in a small and quick
handwriting of uneasy decoding, but certainly containing explicatory com-
ments referred to Aph. IV 4 (1l. 1-6) and 5 (1. 7-10), the latter being introduced
by the related lemma (p0 kvvo]c épyddeec ol appoxeia, that is the same text
as reported in the last extant line of the main text of the fragment), separated
from the following explanation by a sort of sinusoid. The lemmatic structure
makes it clear that a systematic glossary was the actual source of the note. Other
similar marginal commentaries appear in the lower margin of fr. 3, side A (ad
Aph. 111 27?), and in the left margin of fr. 2, side B (ad Aph. 111 31? and IV 1).%

Marginal glosses to the Hippocratic texts had existed since centuries: they
are attested in literature by Galen and in the papyri by particularly longer ver-
sions of some Hippocratic passages, which most likely betray the inclusion in
the text of original glosses (P.Oxy. LXXIV 4969, a second/third-century papyrus

22 See McNamee 2007, 79-81.
23 See also McNamee 2007, 262-264 (#543.3).



Knowledge Construction in Progress = 145

codex with Articulations; P.K6In. I 19, the already mentioned early-third century
papyrus roll with Aphorisms). However, the rise of the codex format implement-
ed the practice of marginal commentaries very much. In particular, as McNamee
noticed, a new design of a codex with wide margins developed from around the
fourth century to accommodate commented law books, and the trend soon
spread to literature.

6 Notes on the Structure of the Text

This category mainly comprises one medical example: the marginal section
titles added to the copy of the Hippocratic Aphorisms preserved on P.Ant. I 28,
side B (Aph. I 1-3; Antinoupolis, 5th century CE). This is in fact a peculiar case,
because the marginal headings were added — in a smaller size and a less for-
malized style — by the same hand that copied the main text in an elegant Alex-
andrian majuscule. The structural indications, therefore, are part of the original
layout, not a later addition; it is however significant that they were not inserted
within the text column (as in other cases of section headers attested in the papy-
ri) but in the margins. This was certainly due to the codex format of the artefact.

The original book was of good quality (if coming from the school environ-
ments of Antinoupolis, we ought to think of a teacher’s erudite reference copy,
not of a manual), and a paratextual apparatus (paragraphoi, inline high dots,
inline blanks, enlarged initials) is carefully disposed so to articulate the internal
structure of the aphorisms, not only to separate each aphorism from the others,
but also to signal discourse breaks within single aphorisms. An elegantly
framed title marks the beginning of the new book, Trrokpd[tovc dgoplicuof,
after Prognostics, which was copied in the preceding pages of the codex and the
end of which is preserved on side A of the extant leaf.

The two marginal titles contain few words acting as a summary track of the
contents of the related aphorisms and seem to imply the knowledge of more ex-
tensive commentaries to the Hippocratic text.” The marginal note to Aph. 12 —
[re]pl thic av|[to]udrov Ta|[palxfc The yac|[tpd]c “about stomach’s spontaneous
evacuation” — recalls the heading of the same aphorism as it appears on an
early Medieval manuscript (Paris. Suppl. Gr. 446, 10th cent.) and is built around
the keyword topayr “agitation,” which does appear in the Hippocratic original

24 McNamee 2007, 79.
25 See Andorlini 2017, 302-304.
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text, while Hippocratic koo is glossed as yactnp, just as some commentators
explained that here ‘stomach’ is meant as ‘receptacle of food’ (e.g., Steph. In
Hippoc. Aph. ad loc. = CMG XI 1.3.1, p. 50, 10 ff.). The other original Hippocratic
word extracted from the main text is a0topatoc, which provides the essential
information that here the author is dealing with the quality of evacuation. The
marginal heading to Aph. I 3 — [re]pl thic T@®V | [yv]uvoctik@v | [Mclewc kol
keva|[ctJoc “about the purification and evacuation of athletes” — is unparal-
leled but follows the same setting as the previous one: summarizing the content
of the aphorism — the peril of an excessive good shape (e0e&la) for athletes, to
be evacuated properly —, it is based on its essential keywords. Traces of charac-
ters to the left of P.Ant. III 183 (see above), fr. 2, side B, 4 (3a) are a numerical
indicator of the Hippocratic aphorism starting at that line, i.e., IV 1. They are
traced in the same hand as the main text.

Marginal titles do appear also in P.Oxy. LXXX 5247 (Oxyrhynchus, 2nd —
3rd century CE) and II P.Ant. II 64 (Antinoupolis, 6th century CE), but their con-
text and meaning are completely different from what discussed above. Both
texts are recipe collections. In the former, a short title is added by a second
hand to a prescription, in the usual form M + therapeutic scope (ii 12, almost
illegible; for the monogram see above). The position (the left margin instead of
the right one) and the context speak for the later addition of an original omis-
sion (similarly structured headers appear at 1l. ii 4 and 7 as parts of the main
body of the text) rather than an extra personal annotation like those discussed
below. Its purpose, however, was to clarify the content of the prescription,
which indeed starts with the mention of the first ingredient (ii 11 Zpedpov
“horsetail”). Other recipes of this collection do not exhibit the standard 1fi-
heading, but they nevertheless start with a reference to the therapeutic indica-
tions (i 9 kw@odc mowcon “stops deaf persons”, ii 14 dcar pryomvpeto| “thrusts
out shivering fever”). An omission is also behind the marginal addition in An-
tinoupolis papyrus codex P.Ant. II 64, where pactiydto[v “of mastic-wine” is
appended to the right of the original indented heading cxevocia y[vA]oD “prepa-
ration of the decoction” (side B, 19; for indention and the other paratext of this
papyrus see above). Again, the addition is made by a second hand, more cursive
and in a black ink, the main text being copied by a semilibrary hand in brown-
ish ink. Whether it was the fix of an original omission, or an extra personal indi-
cation is impossible to state. The same second hand authored a supralinear
addition or correction at side A, 1, now illegible.
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7 Personal Indications of Useful Passages

This class defines marginal annotations connected not to the production of the
copy of the text but to its practical use by its owner. Particularly effective
medicaments in recipe collections like P.Oxy. VIII 1088 (Oxyrhynchus, first
century CE) and the Michigan Medical Codex (see below) are highlighted on the
left margin by means of the monogram § / - yp(nctéc) “useful”. Similar small
comments may be recognized in the addition ddvvdtwc “powerless” (adverbial)
in the lower margin of P.Ant. III 125 (anonymous treatise on diet; Antinoupolis,
6th century CE), fr. 2, side A — a seemingly negative piece of advice, though in
the previous traces it could be possible to recover | v, thus supporting a possi-
ble 0 ddvvdtwc with an opposite meaning. gv[ added in the right margin of
P.Ant. III 186 (Gal. Comp. med. gen.; Antinoupolis, 6th century CE), fr. 12, side B,
4 can conceal a similar indication of effectiveness, but also something else (an-
other type of comment, a variant; it can be read also cy|[ ).

The same role of highlighting a relevant passage is likely to be attributed to
the word pdpabo(v) added to the left of P.Oxy. XIX 2221r + P.K6In. V 206r (com-
mentary to Nicander’s Theriaka; Oxyrhynchus, 1st century CE), ii 26, in corre-
spondence to a passage where “fennel” (marathon) is dealt with. For reasons
unknown to us but certainly connected to his own practice or intellectual inter-
est, the owner wanted to record that key-term:

Si tratta di un reperto importante per la storia del commentario e dell’ambito di fruizione
del ‘libro tecnico’: infatti, poiché il frammento reca scritte sul verso due colonne di ricette
mediche, possiamo pensare di avere oggi di fronte quel che resta di un libro utilizzato e
riutilizzato in un contesto professionale. A suggerire 'ipotesi di avere in mano i resti di
una cosiddetta ‘copia di studio’ & anche la presenza di un elemento ‘marginale’, una paro-
la inserita nell’intercolunnio in scrittura pit piccola, formalmente non dissimile dalla ma-
no che ha vergato il testo principale, e in forma abbreviata: esso consiste nel vocabolo
udpabo(v) (Foeniculum vulgare), un termine botanico chiave per la lettura di testo-
commento. L’isolata postilla potrebbe essere 1'indizio di una possibile utilizzazione selet-
tiva del materiale lessicale di commento ad opera di un fruitore colto concentrato sulla de-
finizione del lessico specialistico. Per quel che riguarda poi la predisposizione del manu-
fatto, osserviamo che la compresenza di testo originale di Nicandro e del commento é cosi
articolata per cui I’occhio del lettore é in grado di seguire il testo continuo di Nicandro
‘esposto’ (in ekthesis) nell’intercolunnio e copiato in sequenza prosastica: 1’occhio si spo-
sta con facilita da un lemma all’altro, proprio come Galeno immagina che facessero i letto-
ri del suo commentario al Prognostico di Ippocrate i quali, volendo ‘saltare’ alcune digres-
sioni iniziali, sono invitati a riavvolgere il rotolo fino al punto in cui incontreranno il
successivo lemma ippocratico (pficic). L’accorgimento dell’ekthesis permetteva una ‘lettu-
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ra selettiva’ dell’originale, limitata a cid che emergeva in posizione di evidenza rispetto al-
la colonna base di scrittura.”

We find another similar case in the Michigan Medical Codex (see below), page H
verso, in the right-hand margin of which the second hand added a couple of
notes, marking the content of the text: & for &(epbv) or &(epiov) “powder” and
ninp for minp(ot) “fills,” stressing the ulcer-filling power of the powdered me-
dicament.

8 Personal Additions

The practice of adding further material to the texts already copied in the medi-
cal papyri is among the best material pieces of evidence of the medical
knowledge construction and transmission in a constantly updated flux. It refers
to passages supplied by the books’ owners — either the authors of the original
copy or subsequent users —, all of which not surprisingly consist of medical
recipes. As noted since paragraph 1, recipes are the most fluid and customizable
typology of medical texts: they rise from individual practice and are continuous-
ly enhanced and updated from the personal experience of the next generations.
Whole rolls like P.Berl.Méller 13,7 as well as parchment notebooks and other

26 Andorlini 2017, 299-300 [“It is an important finding for the history of the commentary and
of the fruition of the ‘technical book.” Indeed, since the fragment preserves two columns of
medical recipes on its verso, we can assume to have to do with what survives of a book used
and reused in a professional context. The hypothesis that we are dealing with the remains of a
so-called ‘study copy’ is further supported by a ‘marginal’ element, a word inserted in the
intercolumnium in a smaller size, similar in its shape to the hand that wrote the main text, and
in an abbreviated form. It is the noun pdpafo(v) (Foeniculum vulgare), a botanical term that is a
key to the reading of text and commentary. This isolated note may hint to a possible selection
of the lexical content operated by an educated user, who focused on the definition of the spe-
cialized vocabulary. Moreover, as regards the layout of the artifact, we notice that the compres-
ence of Nicander’s original text and its commentary is so articulated that the readers’ eye can
follow Nicander’s continuous text, protruded (in ekthesis) in the intercolumnium and copied in
prose sequence. The eye easily moves from one lemma to the other, just as Galen imagines that
the readers of his commentary to Hippocrates’ Prognosticum do — should they wish to skip
some initial digressions, they are invited to re-wrap the roll up to the point where they will find
the next Hippocratic term (pficic). The device of ekthesis allowed for a ‘selective reading’ of the
original, limited to what emerged in highlighted position with respect to the writing column”];
see also McNamee 2007, 113-114, 117, 300 (# 1327).

27 See Marganne 1980; Corazza 2016; Reggiani 2019, 180-182.
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such formats, compiled by single physicians and exchanged among colleagues,
are one important side of this fundamental aspect. The other side is indeed
represented by marginal annotations, which extend the main text with personal
contributions, with the purpose of building a reference archive to keep at hand
(and perhaps to pass down to colleagues or disciples).

In the case of the late-Ptolemaic receptarium PSI Congr.XXI 3v (Tebtunis, 1st
century BCE), a fragment of a personal copy redacted on the verso of a Demotic
astrological treatise in an uneven informal handwriting, the fact that two of the
three extant columns protrude sensibly into the lower margin might be a possi-
ble hint of personal additions by the same hand. In the same papyrus, further
additions by the same hand (the medicament’s type | yop[o]wn “the psoriat-
ic” above 1. ii, 1 and the extra instruction mov ye xai dpec “when you believe,
you can even remove it [i.e., from the container?]” below l. ii, 4) apparently
come from the compiler’s own experience, ameliorating the existent references.

Another short annotation directly connected with the physicians’ individual
experience is the supralinear word yaie in P.Oxy. 1088, above 1. ii 39, according
to a new reading by John Lundon. In his acute opinion, this would mean the
imperative instruction “grind, crush” and would refer to the ingredient
kovio(v) “hemlock” (ii 39) of the current prescription, because “la nota tossici-
ta della pianta, soprattutto se assunta in pozione come nel caso della ricetta del
papiro (rr. 38-47)” could have suggested “I’aggiunta prudente che si prescrive
di sminuzzarne una piccola dose.”*

A possible personal addition is found also in P.Oxy. LXXIV 4977 (Oxyrhyn-
chus, late 2nd-3rd century CE), written in the wide left-hand margin on three
lines perpendicular with respect to the main text, thus against the fibres. The
papyrus is a single sheet with multiple prescriptions and the material feature
just described is coherent with the customary practice of letter and document
writing. The left margin remained empty and even, while the writing lines tend-
ed to extend towards the right, often filling the available surface and sometimes
squeezing at the end. This strategy was mainly intended to favor the composi-
tion of tomoi sunkollesimoi,” and allowed to accommodate the continuation of
the writing, post scripta or later additions in that space, after conveniently rotat-

28 Lundon 2004, 127-128 [“the well-known toxic power of the plant, above all if taken in
potion as in the case of the recipe on the papyrus ... the cautious addition that it is prescribed to
grind a small dose of it”].

29 The term refers to ‘secondary’ papyrus rolls, produced with single written sheets joined and
glued together, which was the most common way of archiving files in public and private envi-
ronments. See Sarri 2018, 106.
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ing the papyrus of 90 degrees.* Since the bottom of P.Oxy. LXXIV 4977 is lost, it
is impossible to state whether the marginal writing is just a continuation of the
main text, or a new recipe added there. However, the fact that in the marginal
text some ingredients are readable can suggest that it was the beginning of a
new prescription.

The most remarkable examples of this category of marginal writings (and of
marginal annotations tout court) are certainly the extensive additions to P.Mich.
XVII 758 and P.Ant. III 126.

The former, the so-called Michigan Medical Codex, is a receptarium com-
piled on a small-format papyrus codex in the 4th century CE, of which thirteen
leaves survive to an amount of twenty-six pages, in which numerous recipes are
collected — seemingly — according to type of medication (pills and lozenges,
followed by wet and dry plasters, at least in the surviving portions). Many pre-
scriptions are ascribed to famous doctors, and “the presence of plasters from a
variety of different physicians suggests that the basic text of the codex was
combining and taking its shape over considerable time.”* A characteristic fea-
ture is the constant intervention by the owner of the codex, certainly a practic-
ing physician himself:

not only did he intervene in the text by correcting a few of the scribe’s obvious errors of
copying, but he also squeezed into the copious bottom margins some twenty additional
recipes on related topics, doubling the number of recipes in the preserved sections. Be-
cause empty space was limited, he emphasized separation between recipes through lines
and marginal markers,*

providing one of the most striking pieces of evidence of personal work on tech-
nical texts. It is not actually possible to ascertain whether the newly added
compositions had been invented by himself or taken from other physicians’
collections, but this does not really matter, since the knowledge construction
mechanics are the very same in either case.” I just recall the central role played
by the codex format in the development of marginal writings, as mentioned
above.

30 Sarri 2018, 112-113.

31 Hanson 1997, 303.

32 Hanson 1997, 303.

33 On the marginal additions of the Michigan Medical Codex, beside naturally its edition by
Louise C. Youtie, then collected and introduced by Ann E. Hanson, see also McNamee 2007, 123
and 464-469 (# 2407.01).
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A comparable situation is shown by the papyrus codex P.Ant. III 126 (An-
tinoupolis, 6th — 7th century CE), a medical compilation — an encyclopedia, as
it is sometimes called, exhibiting loose resemblance with Aetius and tentatively
identified by Fridolf Kudlien with a lost chapter of Oribasius’ Medical Collections
(ap. ed.pr.) — with further text broadly added in the lower margins by a small
and cursive hand which may be the same as the main text, copied in a sloping
informal script. These marginal integrations are not easy to decipher, but they
seem to add pharmacological information related to the topics dealt with by the
main text.>*

In this category, we can take into consideration also a sort of personal addi-
tion to be found in P.Ryl. III 531 (unknown provenance, mid-3rd — mid-2nd cen-
tury BCE), a Ptolemaic collection of medical recipes partially and loosely taken
from Hippocrates’ Female diseases. The compositions transcribed in the second
column of the recto do indeed find parallels with Hippoc. Mul. II 200-201, with
original updates consisting in the replacement of an ingredient (beaver’s oil)
with another one (otter’s dried kidneys) that was easiest to find in Egypt, and in
the attachment of a statement intended to add more details to the description of
the medicament: todto kol TPOC TOVC TOV S1dVH@Y TAlvou(c) Po{iindel kol
KAvcthiprov Ectv vetépov (rr. 5-6) “This also helps against the pains at the tes-
ticles and is a washing for the uterus.”® This sentence does not appear in the
Hippocratic treatise; it is not a marginal addition, since it is part of the main
body of the text, but it is separated from what precedes by means of a short
blank space: a supplement, which had already become part of the transmission
of the main text.

9 Conclusion

The general reconsideration of marginal annotations in the Greek medical papy-
ri as presented and discussed above, in connection with the considerations
about the conscious use of paratext and other writing strategies, demonstrates
how much the construction and the transmission of ancient medical knowledge
was entrusted to the materiality of the written texts, which was consequently a
substantial and inalienable share of the entire intellectual process. The ‘text’ in its
material existence, and not in its virtual essence, was at the center of knowledge

34 See also McNamee 2007, 123-124 and 463-464 (# 2362.3).
35 See Roselli 2019, 83-85.
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construction and transmission, and well represents the point of contact between
the two inseparable aspects of medicine: theoretical knowledge and practical
know-how.
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Courtney A. Roby

Learning from Mistakes: Constructing
Knowledge in Late Antique Mathematical
Texts

Abstract: This paper analyzes problems in practical mathematics compiled in
late antiquity from two sources: the newly published P. Math. (Bagnall/Jones
2019) and the Stereometrica associated with Hero of Alexandria. These texts are
often far from orderly, and often far from innovative at a first glance: tangles of
algorithmic problem-solving techniques, most of uncertain authorship, and
often plagued by scribal, mathematical, and conceptual errors. Yet the very
features that make these texts so difficult to assess cleanly also mean they are
fascinating windows onto a rougher stage of “knowledge construction.”

1 Introduction

The surviving corpus of metrological texts (i.e., mathematical texts containing
problems on measuring areas and volumes of objects and unit conversions,
often practically oriented) takes a marginal role in the study of Greek mathemat-
ics, edged out of the spotlight by the justifiably intense focus by most scholars
on geometry. Euclid’s orderly, rigorous cascades of proofs and Archimedes’
dazzling innovations are indeed a compelling field of study. The metrological
texts, on the other hand, are far from orderly, and often far from innovative at a
first glance: tangles of algorithmic techniques for solving measuring problems,
most of uncertain authorship, and often plagued by scribal, mathematical, and
conceptual errors. Unlike geometrical texts like Euclid’s, where later proofs
often rely explicitly on earlier ones and so tend to preserve the wholeness of the
work, the metrological texts are by nature much more “discrete” (to use Markus
Asper’s term), and in the surviving texts their problems are mixed and matched
with abandon.! Yet the very features that make these texts so difficult to assess
cleanly also mean they are fascinating windows onto a rougher stage of
“knowledge construction.” The manuscript codices of problem-sets assembled
and reassembled in late antiquity, the pedagogical papyri that preserve stu-
dents’ errors among their efforts to learn by imitation — these show us

1 Asper 2007, 198.
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knowledge in the making at the level of the discipline and the individual. In
what follows I will use recent scholarship on mathematics pedagogy to show
how the very errors found in these texts can open up that learning process for
analysis.

Perhaps “corpus” is not quite the right term here: this term suggests some-
thing more cohesive than the actual state of affairs. Metrological texts survive as
problem collections in papyri and manuscript codices, texts often accompanied
(or meant to be supplemented) by diagrams, tables of fractions and unit conver-
sions, and other aids to visualization and calculation. Several of the texts com-
piled into Byzantine manuscripts are associated with the name of Hero of Alex-
andria, but most should not be attributed to the historical Hero, a figure likely
from the 1st or 2nd century CE who composed works on geometry, theoretical
mechanics, and practical applications of mechanics like catapult design or the
construction of automatic puppet theaters.?

Hero did compose a Metrica whose three books include one on geometrical
and arithmetical techniques for calculating surface areas of a wide range of
geometrical objects, one on calculating their volumes, and a third on methods
for dividing up those objects in set proportions. The Metrica is a fascinating text
in its own right for the way it blends the techniques and language associated
with geometrical methods (usually abstract, general, and highly privileged) and
those characteristic of arithmetical calculation methods (which by contrast are
typically focused on specific concrete problems and are less privileged). It also
served as the foundation for a centuries-long tradition of Greek metrological
texts, many associated with Hero’s name, like the Geometrica, Geodaisia, and
Stereometrica. These texts incorporate some problems and techniques from the
Metrica alongside a host of new types of problems, many of them creatively
reworked and reorganized in the texts’ several recensions.

Vitrac has made a detailed codicological study of the resulting “corpus” of
metrological texts, updating previous studies by Hultsch and Heiberg, focusing
more on the complexities of their collection and propagation rather than trying
to establish a single authoritative text, as Heiberg of necessity did in pursuit of a
definitive edition.’> Amid the variations in structure, content, and apparent au-
dience between the various texts of the metrological corpus, Vitrac nevertheless
identifies some common features, like the inclusion of Euclidean-style defini-

2 For an excellent overview of these metrological texts with detailed consideration of ques-
tions about authorship, see Hero 2014, 429-533. On Hero’s works more generally, see Cuomo
2002; Tybjerg 2003; 2004.

3 Vitrac 2010.
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tions of the objects under study, tables of metrical units and equivalences in-
cluding a wide range of geographical variations, and the assimilation of real-
world objects to geometrical objects and diagrams. Vitrac notes further that the
problems in the metrological texts other than the Metrica draw almost exclu-
sively on the “algorithmic” tradition of practical mathematics rather than the
demonstrative tradition of geometrical texts. And indeed, Hero’s persistent
focus on the practical applications of science and mathematics, even as he con-
tinues to engage with the “demonstrative” tradition in his own texts, probably
encouraged his association with the metrological texts, which are overwhelm-
ingly practical in their focus.

The practicality of the metrological texts might seem pedestrian compared
to Archimedes’ flights of logic or Apollonius’s elegant curves, but the mathe-
matics of the “real world” has its own kind of beauty. Gregory of Nazianzus
eloquently praised the hexagonal precision of honeycombs, the complex webs
woven by spiders, and the effortless flying formations of cranes, contrasting
them with Euclid, whom he characterizes as “finding philosophy in nonexistent
lines and exhausting himself in his demonstrations.” He critiques the efforts of
geometers and tactical theorists as empty labor that blinds them to the order
already present in the natural world. The metrological authors are, to be sure,
concerned with the study of human artifacts like granaries, theaters, and taxa-
tion systems rather than the natural world. But one can imagine a comparable
frustration with Euclid’s “nonexistent lines” fueling their commitment to devel-
oping techniques to apprehend the concrete, the measurable, and the marketa-
ble. Metrological texts often bridge the gap between geometry and the “real
world” representations featured in many technical texts by blending problems
dealing with measuring purely geometrical objects with problems in measuring
objects, like buildings or wells, that can be approximated by geometrical objects
like cylinders or rectangular prisms. These problems can take various forms,
from proofs to algorithmic problem-solving routines, with accompanying varia-
tions in their formal characteristics like forms of address, use of letter labels and
numerical quantities, and the way the text interacts with visual elements like
diagrams and tables.

But it is not only human artifacts as objects of study, but humans as learn-
ing subjects, that the metrological texts illuminate with particular clarity. Their
focus on algorithmic problem-solving is in some ways conceptually rigid: one
identifies the problem-type, chooses an appropriate algorithm for the type, and
follows the steps of calculation. In practice, however, the surviving texts offer

4 Gregorius Nazianzenus, De theologia 25.
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glimpses into the human behind the algorithm: their selection of problem-
solving techniques, the diagrams, calculations, and other aids used to help
them along the way, and even the errors and missteps that the journey to a solu-
tion may entail. Some of these errors are simple scribal or arithmetic errors, but
others are conceptual errors that can, from a perspective focused on mathemati-
cal pedagogy, illuminate some aspects of the processes of learning in antiquity
that are otherwise so difficult to piece together from the surviving evidence.

Those learning processes are captured still more vividly in the mathemati-
cal papyri, another class of texts dealing with practical mathematics. A long
Egyptian tradition of mathematical papyri written first in hieroglyphics and
later in demotic Egyptian were eventually augmented by Greek mathematical
papyri beginning in the Hellenistic period. While the Greek papyri do include
some fragments of geometrical texts like Euclid’s Elements, both the Egyptian
and Greek papyri more commonly featured problems familiar from the long
Egyptian and Mesopotamian traditions of arithmetical problems focused on
techniques for measuring and manipulating real-world objects.” Quite often
these problems are framed as “model” problems for a technique, including a
formulaic statement that similar problems may be solved with the same method.
The whole population of mathematical papyri is of course quite diverse, includ-
ing formal geometrical and algebraic texts, astronomical texts, and less formal
problem collections that seem to have served a pedagogical purpose.® Most
interesting here will be the tradition of papyri that seem for various reasons to
have been designed for a teaching context.

In this paper I will compare the collections of metrological problems edited
by Heiberg as the pseudo-Heronian Stereometrica to the problem-solving ap-
proaches taken in P. Math., a mathematical papyrus recently published by
Bagnall and Jones, likely dating from 4th-century Oxyrhynchus.” Diverse as
these texts are, they are linked by common threads of problem types and algo-
rithms, so I will begin by sketching out these links, emphasizing in particular
their situations within particular cultures. I will then explore a few case studies
of missteps in problem-solving in P. Math., including conceptual and algorith-
mic errors with mentally assembling complex objects, and related struggles on
the solver’s part to visualize and diagram elements of his problems in a way that
facilitates correct solution.

5 For wide-ranging analyses of these traditions, see Hgyrup 1994; Imhausen 2016. For an
excellent review of the papyrus evidence for Greek geometrical texts, see Fowler 1999, 204-217.
6 An overview of the mathematical papyri is found in Jones 2009.

7 Bagnall/Jones 2019.
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Given that we know so little about the details of pedagogy of any kind in an-
tiquity, but especially technical education such as the P. Math. solver seems to
have been engaged in, it might seem fruitless to understand these errors as
anything but the random vagaries of a novice student. However, I hope that I
can extract some insight into the solver’s experience both by comparing his
missteps to more successful solutions of comparable problems in the differently
organized Stereometrica, and also by engaging with contemporary scholarship
on cognition and mathematics learning. Here I will give particular attention to
the importance of what Davis calls problem-solving “frames” and the conceptu-
al “framing errors” that manifest in some of the solutions in P. Math. and other
texts.® Both the correct solutions and errors open up a picture of what Lave calls
“cognition in practice,” mathematics performed in and on a real world that
offers pedagogical and conceptual opportunities quite different from “pure”
mathematical exercises like those we associate in antiquity with Greek geomet-
rical texts.’

2 Learning Mathematics

The aims and practices of ancient education remain, for the most part, tantaliz-
ingly out of reach, all the more so for the specific case of education in technical
or scientific subjects. Cribiore touches on numeracy in her foundational study of
ancient education, while Fowler considers the mathematics curriculum sug-
gested by Plato’s Republic alongside some surviving material evidence for ge-
ometry teaching in antiquity.”” Nevertheless, more questions than answers re-
main about how mathematics was taught in antiquity and the differences that
might have separated the teaching of geometry from “practical” mathematics
education. The metrological texts in the “Heronian” corpus and several of the
surviving mathematical papyri do seem to have been composed with pedagogi-
cal aims in mind, though the signals of these aims differ considerably between
the two types of text.

The Metrica is a model for many of the later compilations of metrological
problems, and it is structured quite rigorously in a way that facilitates learning
from the ground up, not unlike Euclid’s Elements. For example, the first book of

8 Davis 1984.
9 Lave 1988.
10 Cribiore 2001, 180-183; Fowler 1999, 103-151.
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the Metrica is dedicated to techniques for measuring plane figures. Hero begins
with the trivial case of the rectangle, and indeed this first passage seems to be
as much a continuation of the argument from the preface in favor of the use of
abstract “units” (monades) rather than concrete units like cubits or feet as it is
about the rectangle itself. As the book proceeds, Hero goes on to deliver a series
of highly standardized problems in finding the areas of equilateral polygons
from the triangle to the dodecagon. Each of these problems is structured in the
same way, beginning with the same formulaic language stipulating that each
side of every polygon is 10 units. Each begins its solution with a geometrical
construction that closely follows the “prototypical” Euclidean linguistic form."
Indeed, each of those constructions proceeds through steps familiar from Eu-
clid, locating the center of the polygon’s circumscribed circle (compare Ele-
ments I11.1) and using that point to launch the triangles between center and
edge that will allow Hero to demonstrate the proportional relationships between
them (or, in the case of the enneagon and hendecagon, the diameters that de-
fine the right triangles used for that purpose).”? All three books of the Metrica
proceed similarly, beginning with simpler problems in each domain (plane
geometry for book 1, solid geometry for book 2, and proportional division for
book 3) and working toward more complex problems.

The later compilations of metrological problems adopt some of the same or-
ganizational strategies as the Metrica. The Stereometrica, at least in Heiberg’s
recension, often builds up stretches of problems based on the same basic geo-
metric form, starting with simpler cases and working up to more complex varia-
tions. So, for example, a string of problems in the second book (which we will
examine in more detail later) begins with a semicircular arch inscribed in a
rectangular wall, goes on to a free-standing arch where the reader needs to
consider the relationship between its inner and outer semicircular peripheries,
and then combines those two forms of arch into a single construction. Other
connections between problems are more complex; the series of problems above
continues with a structure where arches made specifically of bricks are com-
bined with rubble into a construction element, then moves on to a shell-shaped
form (konché) made of bricks, and eventually to a house whose roof has to be

11 On the formulaic language of Greek geometry, see especially Netz 1999, 9-11, 127-167.
Further discussion of the stylistic features of this genre of text may be found at Asper 2001, 75—
76.

12 The equilateral triangle is an exception to this pattern as Hero does not circumscribe a
circle, but he does make use of another Euclidean mainstay, the “Pythagorean theorem” of
Elements 1.47.
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covered in tiles. The internal structures of these later metrological compilations
thus hint strongly at a context blending familiarity with the basics of the Euclid-
ean “elements” with a strong emphasis on practical tasks. Vitrac suggests that
while the metrological texts associated with Hero’s name certainly suggest as-
sociations with technical education such as surveyors and architects may have
received, they may also have drawn on a tradition of elementary geometrical
education, perhaps offering a kind of geometrical analogue to Nicomachus’s
Introduction to Arithmetic.”

Yet the caveat above about reference to Heiberg’s recension is an important
one. The metrological texts associated with Hero’s name (and to a lesser extent
with Euclid’s, as well as other figures like Didymus of Alexandria) reflect a diz-
zying codicological history of textual blending and reshuffling. The works con-
structed by modern editors Hultsch and Heiberg as the Geometrica, De mensuris,
and Stereometrica in fact emerge from an array of manuscripts that collect vari-
ous subsets of problems and tables of metrological conversions under different
titles. To be sure, these manuscripts are far from being random assortments of
individual problems; in many cases relatively stable clusters of problems and
tables are found in multiple manuscripts, in the same order, and often under
the same or similar title. Still, on the scale of the whole work there remains an
immense amount of variation between the collections, and Hultsch and
Heiberg’s editions naturally tend to make sense of the varied problem collec-
tions they inherited by grouping similar problems together in the edition, even
when this means creating a problem collection that does not entirely match any
single manuscript.” Vitrac indeed views these editions effectively as novel crea-
tions by their editors, and so emphasizes the importance of analyzing the con-
tents and entitled collections found in individual manuscripts.”

While it is difficult to assign a particular date to the formation of the collec-
tions found in this wealth of manuscripts, there are some indicators that in most
cases this process took place sometime in the first few centuries CE. The De
mensuris, for example, was already collected by the 9th century, as it appears in
a branch of the Archimedean manuscript tradition whose earliest known wit-
ness dates from then.'® Heiberg observes that the problems from the Stereomet-

13 Vitrac 2010.

14 Comparisons of the lists of problems in the texts I discuss here in the editions assembled by
Hultsch and Heiberg can be found at Hero 1976, vii—viii.

15 Hero 2014, 430-448; Vitrac 2010.

16 Hero 2014, 435 n. 16. The manuscript in question is known to have been in the possession of
Giorgio Valla in the fifteenth century, and went missing by the sixteenth, but not before having
yielded several copies, many of which feature the De mensuris.
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rica on vaults and arches, which will be a topic of particular interest here, seem
to correspond to a work attributed to Hero for which Isidorus of Miletus com-
posed a commentary in the 6th century.” Corcoran further suggests a tentative
dating of the Stereometrica to the first half of the 5th century, based on a refer-
ence to a particular praetorian prefect’s having fixed the weights per volume of
commodities like bacon.’®* While other collections appear somewhat more unru-
ly and resistant to dating, then, we can at least say that the work of constructing
these compilations of practically-focused metrological problems was well un-
derway in late antiquity. The resulting corpus, loose-limbed though it may be, is
a rich store of practical problem-solving techniques, squarely located in the
domain of the marketplace and construction site both by the kinds of problems
the texts solve and by the metrological conversion tables themselves.

While the surviving Byzantine manuscripts reflect one set of processes of
mathematical knowledge-construction dating at least partially to late antiquity,
the mathematical papyri reflect another side of those construction processes.
The majority of the surviving mathematical papyri draw on contexts of practical
problem-solving comparable to those found in the “Heronian” metrological
texts, and many seem to have functioned as tools for teaching and learning.
Cuomo gives the example of a demotic papyrus from Hermopolis dating to the
3rd century BCE, which features a selection of arithmetical and geometrical
problems framed largely as practical problems about measuring land or cloth,
as well as some practice problems with common techniques like finding square
roots. Cuomo argues that “a teaching context is suggested by direct appeals to
the reader and by statements such as this: ‘When another [add-fraction-to-them]
(problem) is stated to you, it will be successful according to the model.””” So
while the problems in these papyri are solved for the specific case of the given
sample numbers rather than in the entirely general manner characteristic of
Greek geometry, those sample solutions are meant to serve as templates for
solving similar problems encountered later.

Imhausen’s comprehensive examination of Egyptian mathematical papyri
suggests some similar conclusions. Her study of the major demotic mathemati-
cal papyri (Cairo, BM 10399, BM 10520, BM 10794, Carlsberg 30, Griffith I E7,
and Heidelberg 663) explores both the mathematical techniques they exemplify
and the way these problem collections are contextualized against a backdrop of
“practical” problems. The scare quotes here reflect the complication that as

17 Hero 1976, xxxi.
18 Corcoran 1995, 380.
19 Cuomo 2001, 72.
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Imhausen points out, several problems that appear quite practical at first glance
turn out to be what she calls “suprautilitarian.” This term refers to problems
designed to showcase a mathematical technique rather than an actual guide to
the physical processes one would undertake in carrying out the task described
in the problem. For example, problem 8 in P. Cairo purports to deal with meas-
uring out a piece of cloth of a given area and cutting it, preserving the total area
while reducing the height by one cubit and increasing the width.*® However, as
Imhausen notes, the cut-off strip vanishes from the problem almost immediate-
ly, as the problem is actually focused on determining how broad the strip added
to the width dimension would have to be in order to keep the area the same
once a one-cubit strip was removed from the height. Obviously that same one-
cubit strip cannot just be stuck back onto the width dimension; the answer to
the problem tells you the required width of the addition, but not how to make it
from the existing cut-off strip. So the problem is less practical than it might first
have appeared, geared rather for the pedagogical exercise of calculating rectan-
gular areas.

Among the likely Greek “pedagogical” papyri is P. Mich. [inv.] 4966, written
on one side of a papyrus dated to the second century CE.” This document fea-
tures a table of fractions (all with prime numbers as denominators) expressed as
the sum of unit fractions, combined with a series of practical problems: arith-
metical calculations framed as being about quantities of wheat, problems ask-
ing the reader to convert different amounts of money to copper or silver drach-
mai, calculations on areas of land, and so on. Smyly conjectured that the
Akhmim mathematical papyrus (P. Cair. [inv.] 10758) dated to the seventh cen-
tury CE and edited by Baillet was a school exercise book, as it consists of a set of
division tables and a collection of “disconnected problems, with no method in
their arrangement” whose solutions often include conceptual and methodologi-
cal errors, to say nothing of frequent errors in Greek.?

P. Math. combines model business contracts, tables of metrological conver-
sions, and a very diverse group of mathematical problems including calcula-
tions of areas of land, volume calculations on excavations and buildings, arith-
metical problems about the total wages of different classes of workers working
for various amounts of time, and several other kinds of problems. These are very
often framed as “model” problems with a formulaic note (“this way for similar
problems”), similar to the formula Cuomo observed in the Hermopolis papyrus.

20 Imhausen 2016, 193.
21 Boyaval 1976.
22 Baillet 1892; Smyly 1920.
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Bagnall and Jones note that many of the P. Math. problems appear to reflect a
formulaic “dialogue” of question and answer between teacher and student.”
This “dialogue” was far from fluent in P. Math., however; they note numerous
orthographical and mathematical errors, leading them to conclude that “the
codex belonged to a student in a school devoted to training business agents and
similar professionals.”® These pedagogical mathematical papyri seem to have
aimed at teaching a quite different skill set from the “scribal” education more
typically associated with grammarians’ schools. Instead of grammar and or-
thography, P. Math. reflects an education focused on algorithms for making
calculations and unit conversions, models for calculating daily wages, and
drafting contracts.

A key skill set in this educational model was fluency with visual “infor-
mation technologies” ranging from geometrical diagrams to tables of numbers
meant to aid in calculation with fractions, multiplication, division, and so forth
(indeed, some of the mathematical papyri consist solely of such tables).” The
papyri that seem to have served a principally pedagogical function are particu-
larly interesting because they include diagrams that played a role in the learn-
ing process. A fragmentary metrological text in a papyrus dated to the second
century CE (P. Corn. inv. 69) features diagrams of two trapezoidal figures, one
dissected into several polygons, whose sides are labeled with numbers given in
the problems.*

P. Math. includes diagrams for most problems with a spatial component,
usually labeled with numbers corresponding to quantities given in the problem,
and often the result as well. The images in P. Math. are of several kinds; some
are “diagrams” in the sense of spatially representing objects or quantities, while
several of the problems are additionally separated from one another by decora-
tive borders and drawings of palm fronds and ankhs. Diagrams of the first type
will be of most interest here, and they too take several forms. Some depict
bird’s-eye views of geometrical forms representing problem topics like the di-
mensions of fields, granaries, or holes in the ground. Others are slightly more
complex representations of three-dimensional objects. A few tabulate step-by-
step results of an arithmetic process or conceptual elements in another kind of
problem-solving process. Finally, a few are simply baffling, like a curvilinear

23 Bagnall/Jones 2019, 23.

24 Bagnall/Jones 2019, 55.

25 On the broader history of tables of information in the Roman world (and in particular their
relative rarity in most contexts), see Riggsby 2019, 42-82.

26 Taisbak/Biilow-Jacobsen 2003.
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shape surmounted by a scribbled line that seems to represent a vaulted granary
in problem o1 (fig. 4).

3 1/2

Fig. 4: “Granary” diagram from P. Math., problem 01 (after Bagnall/Jones 2019).

Some medieval manuscripts also include informal diagrams added by readers at
later stages of the composition process, but the papyri are particularly rich
sources of these diagrams, which largely appear to have been produced sponta-
neously as part of the solving process, rather than being copied from formal
exemplars. This latter feature in particular makes the diagrams in the papyri
witnesses to a live learning process that is otherwise difficult to capture. Indeed,
the importance of diagrams to Greek mathematics can hardly be overstated.”
Geometrical proofs are linked at every stage to a letter-labeled diagram depict-
ing every component referenced in the proof. In cases where formal geometrical
proof is no longer the principal objective, diagrams take on a variety of other
roles and forms. When technical texts in other genres like mechanics or survey-
ing call upon them to represent objects in the world rather than purely geomet-

27 The foundational work on diagrams in Greek geometry is Netz 1999. Further studies that
focus on the manuscript traditions of these diagrams include Saito 2012; 2018.
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rical ones, they may adapt the systems of spatial representation and letter label-
ing to new ends.

Several different skills are involved in producing a mathematical diagram.
Some amount of scribal skill and draftsmanship, possibly involving the use of
compass and straightedge, is necessary to produce a clearly drawn diagram.
Provided the diagram is not simply copied from an exemplar, competence in the
“graphical languages” that might come into play is also required. For a table,
this might mean an ability to distinguish headers from data in individual cells,
and to keep the rows and columns properly aligned; for a geometrical diagram,
this might include an understanding of the relative placement of letter-labeled
points in the diagram. However, as Netz, Carman, and others have pointed out,
manuscript diagrams are “underdetermined” with respect to the problem
statement and do not reliably reflect relative lengths of line segments or arcs (so
a triangle specified as isosceles might be represented as scalene), or even pre-
serve easily assumed features such as line segments bounding a polygon (e.g.,
polygons in some manuscripts are represented as bounded by arcs or spiked
triangles instead of straight lines).?

In addition to the skills required to produce some diagram of a polygon, a
circle, and so forth, another set of skills serves to produce a “correct,” or at any
rate heuristically useful, diagram for the problem at hand. Van Garderen,
Scheuermann, and Poch enumerate a set of “strands of diagram proficiency” for
modern mathematics students. These include a conceptual understanding of
how to use a diagram to solve a given problem, the procedural skill to generate
an accurate diagrammatic representation of the situation in the problem, and
the strategic ability to engage the diagram as a problem-solving tool.” Addi-
tionally, van Garderen et al. identify proficiencies in students’ ability to explain
how the diagram was used to solve the problem, and their belief in their ability
to use the diagram appropriately. These latter two are obviously impossible to
extract from the surviving ancient evidence, but clues to the first three can be
found, and can yield some insight into the process of mathematical learning at
play in the papyrus.

Cases where students of mathematics are not told what a diagram should
look like are particularly revealing in this sense. Van Garderen, Scheuermann,
and Jackson record the results of several experiments where students of differ-
ent ability levels were asked to solve word problems with diagrams, but not told

28 On these features see Carman 2018; Netz 2020, 512, 521.
29 Van Garderen/Scheuermann/Poch 2014, 137.



Learning from Mistakes =—— 167

what type of diagram to use.*® The example below (fig. 5) shows two very differ-
ent approaches, along with interviews that illuminate the reasoning process the
students used. The second student’s carefully counted divisions of the sand-
wich, and the accompanying strategy of making further subdivisions and count-
ing those up, are worlds apart from the iconic depiction of several stick-figure
students next to an assortment of sandwiches drawn by the first student, who
ultimately resorts to guesswork when that graphical strategy fails.
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Fig. 5a: Figures 5a and 5b: Two different approaches to diagrammatic problem-solving, author’s
drawing after van Garderen et al. 2013.

Interview a:

I: All right, how did you get that answer? Tell me about that.
S: Idon’t know.

I: Where did the 10 come from?

S: People.

I: How did you use this picture then to help solve it? Tell me about that.
S: I don’t know.

I: Tell me about what’s this and what’s this.

S: Those are the students and those are the sandwiches.

I: OK, and then what were you counting to get to 10?

S: Tjust guessed on the 10.

30 Van Garderen/Scheuermann/Jackson 2013.
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Fig. 5b: Figures 5a and 5b: Two different approaches to diagrammatic problem-solving; au-
thor’s drawing, after van Garderen et al. 2013.

Interview b:

I: How did you solve this one?

S: I drew the sandwich. Then I divided it up into 12 3/4 feet long. I drew little
lines above it and counted all the little fourths, all the way up to 17 sets of 3’s.

The practically oriented problems found in P. Math. and other metrological texts
are in many ways close analogues to the kinds of problems students were asked
to solve in studies like van Garderen’s. They engage the diagram in a very dif-
ferent way from geometrical texts, where the construction of the diagram is
typically explained in the course of the proof. The metrological problems do not
specify the drawing process in this way. Some are phrased in such a way that
the appropriate diagram is obvious, like problem f6 from P. Math.: “A right-
angled (triangle) whose hypotenuse is 17. To find the other sides.” Others allow
for more latitude in selecting a diagram, like 02, which specifies the length of
each side of a quadrilateral plot of land but does not call it a quadrilateral, ac-
companied by a diagram that is just a horizontal line with the measurements
marked above, below, and on either side. Such a diagram might be viewed as
incorrect for the analogous geometrical problem carried out on an abstract
quadrilateral, but the simplified line diagram includes all the information need-
ed to carry out the calculation. As it happens, the example dimensions given to
carry out the calculation turn out to refer to a quadrilateral which is actually
impossible to construct, a problem that could have been illuminated by a more
faithful diagram. However, the same kind of breakdown between the problem’s
sample numbers and the geometrical object depicted also occurs elsewhere in
the papyrus even where the diagrams are more robust.

Papyri like P. Math and problem collections like the metrological problems
associated with Hero’s name can thus be construed as valuable witnesses to
how education in “practical mathematics” might have been constructed in late
antiquity. Yet on their own the ancient texts leave many gaps in our under-
standing of how mathematical concepts might have been inculcated and prac-
ticed, and how this education might have worked on the learner’s side. In ad-
dressing these mysteries we can call not only on scholarship on ancient
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pedagogy, where mathematics education is not particularly strongly represent-
ed, but also on investigations of modern mathematics pedagogy exploring how
students grapple with a growing corpus of mathematical concepts, some more
successfully than others.

A particularly lucid and influential study of mathematics learning is Davis’s
Leaming Mathematics, which largely focuses on errors as evidence for how
students learn mathematics. Davis argues that student errors often follow dis-
tinctive and regular patterns of their own, and explains many of these common
errors as the result of selecting the wrong conceptual “frame” from the collection
of frames students acquire in the course of their mathematics education. Davis
uses the term “frame” flexibly to refer to different types of “knowledge represen-
tation structures.”® While his particular approach takes an information-
processing view of how the mind handles those structures, the principles of
mathematics learning he invokes are flexible enough to suit other cognitive
models as well, such as more embodiment or enaction-focused approaches.*

A second source of comparisons that will prove particularly useful here is
Lave’s Cognition in Practice, a groundbreaking study of how non-mathematicians
perform mathematical tasks in everyday environments like the grocery store.
Lave found that her experimental subjects typically performed quite poorly on a
written test of their ability to make calculations. However, when they were ob-
served doing everyday tasks like grocery shopping and meal preparation de-
manding those very same calculations, they performed with a very high degree
of confidence and accuracy. Lave concludes that there is an important distinc-
tion between contextualized “math-in-practice” and “math conceived as a sys-
tem of propositions and relations (a ‘knowledge domain’).”® In what follows, I
will focus on three main lines of investigation: the ways mathematics learners
seem to acquire mathematical concepts and apply them to new problems (ap-
propriately or inappropriately), the relationship between abstract mathematical
concepts and what Lave calls “cognition in practice,” and the uses of diagrams
in mathematics learning.

31 Davis 1984, 107.

32 On the role of embodiment and gesture in mathematics education, see for example Alibali/
Nathan 2012; de Freitas/Sinclair 2012.

33 Lave 1988, 97.
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3 Problems with Problem-Solving

Papyri like P. Math. contain a rich variety of types of errors. Some are simple
scribal errors or departures from Greek orthographical conventions, which these
papyri of course have in common with papyri of every genre. Some are the nu-
merical equivalent of scribal errors: mistakes in the modified alphabetic system
used to represent numbers in Greek mathematics. Other types of errors are more
interesting, since conceptual errors offer another window into the student’s
learning process. The solver of P. Math., while highly competent in some re-
spects like unit conversions and arithmetical calculations, stumbles into a range
of conceptual errors. These include failures to match up a problem with a dia-
gram that illustrates features of the structure under investigation in a sensible
way, inappropriate selection of algorithms for calculation, and confusion about
the elements of a geometrical object. Other “errors” are not mathematical mis-
takes in and of themselves but rather common-sense breakdowns in choices of
dimensions, yielding improbably tiny vineyards or granaries, or worse, struc-
tures that turn out to be impossible given the specified dimensions, e.g., of out-
er and inner perimeters and wall thickness. Even though these are not exactly
errors, they do seem to be “precursors” to errors in the sense that they often
lead to mistakes in constructing diagrams and performing calculations. That is,
a breakdown between the solver’s mental conception of the problem and a real-
world object that can actually be pictured does seem to lead him into errors that
he otherwise might not make.

Case study 1: Faults with Vaults

A particularly interesting conceptual error plagues two problems in P. Math
with the same basic aim: to calculate the volume of a granary shaped as a rec-
tangular building surmounted by a vaulted (kamarétos) roof. In neither case is
the form of the vault specified, though the default form (at least in mathemati-
cal teaching problems in the metrological collections) is the relatively mathe-
matically simple case where the vault is a section of a circle. However, this is the
least of the troubles the P. Math. solver encounters. In the first of these problems
(n4), the solver multiplies the granary’s length times its breadth, which yields
the floor area. So far so good, but then he multiplies the depth by a dimension
he calls the “vault (kamara),” and finally multiplies the two products by one
another. The resulting product of the four dimensions is then converted from
solid-cubit volume to grain measure in artabas using the standard conversion
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figure. But of course, the four-dimensional product of lengths in cubits is no
longer in solid cubits: Bagnall and Jones delightfully suggest “hypercubits” as a
name for this newly coined unit of measure.** The numerical result is an impos-
sibly large 364,500 artabas.*

Perhaps the solver realized he had gone astray upon revealing this answer,
because the next problem is framed just the same, though the dimensions are
reduced: the length from 25 cubits in n4 to 5 cubits in o1, the breadth from 15
cubits to 3, the depth from 16 cubits to 2, and the “vault” from 18 to 2. The prob-
lem-solving process is close to identical, but a little more deliberate: instead of
multiplying the two pairs of numbers and then finding their product, the author
first multiplies the length (misnamed “breadth”) by the depth, then the result
by the breadth, and finally that result by the “vault.” Of course the result is once
again nonsense, even after this second attempt with smaller (and thus perhaps
more tractable) numbers: this tiny granary is calculated to hold 60 solid cubits,
or about 9 cubic meters. This repetition of the initial error is common in prob-
lem-solvers even today; Davis notes from a study of student mathematical errors
carried out by Erlwanger that “the malfunction occurs, as it were, at the same
location in the cognitive machinery. In nearly every case, a super-procedure selects
the wrong sub-procedure.”® As in Erlwanger’s study, the solver of P. Math. is
stuck in the same faulty routine the second time he attempts the problem.

The solver’s inappropriate introduction of the “vault” dimension thus ren-
ders the problem completely intractable. What was so appealing about that
framework for solution that the solver attempted it not once, but twice? Bagnall
and Jones consider that the solver may have had in mind the formula for calcu-
lating the area of a half-oval using the formula A = 3w/4h, but since the 34
coefficient (or its unit-fraction equivalent) doesn’t appear here, he certainly did
not get far if that was his intent. To better understand where the solver of P.
Math went wrong, we might search the metrological corpus for models of cor-
rect solutions. Hero’s Metrica does discuss the measurement of vaults, but only
briefly. Metrica 11.12 proposes a method for measuring a washtub (or bathtub?)
conceptualized as a slice of a spherical shell: a figure consisting of the space
between two concentric spheres is sliced by two parallel planes, one defining
the top of the tub, and the other the flat surface upon which it rests. Hero intro-

34 Bagnall/Jones 2019, 149.

35 Converting this result to more familiar units is tricky as the value of the artabé could vary,
but converting directly from the result in solid cubits, this volume would be around 15,500
cubic meters!

36 Davis 1984, 98. Italics in original.
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duces I1.13 with a retrospective look back at II.12, saying that now that the read-
er has encountered strategies for measuring conical, cylindrical, and spherical
shapes, he can use the “tub” example as a model for how to perform calcula-
tions on vaults having any of those forms. However, he does not go on to calcu-
late the space inside a cylindrical vault (or any other form), but rather proceeds
with the process of measuring the torus. He mentions vaults again in IL.15,
where the topic is a cube containing two cylinders intersecting perpendicularly
to yield a form which he says is useful for designing baths with windows or
doors on all sides, or “places difficult to roof over with wood.” He does not fol-
low up further on this tantalizingly opaque description, however, and Acerbi
and Vitrac note that while a comparable figure is mentioned in the preface to
Archimedes’ Method, the solution does not survive.”

The connection between vaults and tori at first appears contextual rather
than mathematical, since Hero refers explicitly to the use of segments of tori as
decorative elements on architectural columns. However, in measuring the vol-
ume of the torus (I1.13, fig. 6) he appeals to a result relating a torus to a cylinder,
which he credits to a lost work On the torus by a certain Dionysodorus. The torus
in Dionysodorus’s result is generated by translating the circle B['AE around the
circle formed by looping the line segment AB to connect to itself. The cylinder
he relates to this torus has axis HO and base radius E®. Finally, the proportional
relationship Dionysidoros discovered is that the circle B['AE has the same ratio
to half AEHO as the torus and cylinder defined above have to one another. A
neat result indeed, but the Metrica then takes a puzzling turn. As is often the
case in this text, the numerical “synthesis” where the dimensions and propor-
tions are actually calculated follows the demonstrative “analysis” where they
were introduced. The synthesis in this case does involve a cylinder, but the
cylinder turns out to be not the one defined by Dionysodorus, but the one pro-
duced by unfurling the torus so that AB becomes a straight line rather than a
circle. Vitrac and Acerbi suggest that the metrical procedure here is likely to be
a later insertion, though it is not incorrect. Whatever the particular textual his-
tory of this proposition, the close association between tori and cylinders is clear.

37 Hero 2014, 293 n. 145. On the different ways this form is treated by Archimedes and the Chi-
nese mathematician Liu Hui, see Netz 2018.
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Fig. 6: Schematic depiction of the features of a torus from Hero Metrica 11.13.

The next section of the Metrica (I1.14) gets us one final step closer to the connec-
tion between the vault and the cylinder. This proposition offers a method for
measuring the volume of a segment of a cylinder sliced by a plane through the
center of its base, citing a result from Archimedes’ Method that this segment will
be one-sixth the volume of the rectangular prism with cross-section defined by
the square circumscribing the cylinder’s base and the same height (maybe more
easily conceived of as length) as the cylinder. The diagram associated with this
problem shows the cylinder mounted on the circumscribing square, in a way
that immediately summons the image of a structure with a cylindrical vaulted
roof. So in a roundabout way, Hero does relate the torus to the cylinder, a form
that could be related to a vault, but the application to problems like the vaulted
granary in P. Math. is hardly obvious.

However, in the texts of the metrological corpus compiled in the centuries
following Hero, problems having to do with the measurement of vaults became
more common as the focus on real-world objects grew stronger. Heiberg’s edi-
tion of the Stereometrica includes two clusters of problems related to the calcu-
lation of the area or volume enclosed by vaults and arches. The more obviously
relevant of these is found in the collection edited by Heiberg as the second book
of the Stereometrica. Given the cautions mentioned above about the difficulties
of creating an edition of the Stereometrica, 1 should begin with a word about
how the problems I discuss here fit into that complicated manuscript tradition.
All are found in the manuscript denoted S (Codex Seragliensis G.1.1 or Constan-
tinopolitanus Palatii Veteris 1), which likely dates to the early tenth century,
making it the earliest of the metrological manuscripts, and the only one to con-
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tain Hero’s own Metrica.®® Some are also found in the other major manuscripts
that contained material found in Heiberg’s edition of the work, and for the most
part appear in the same order in all manuscripts.” This problem series is thus
built on relatively firm foundations by the standards of the metrological corpus.

This cluster (2.28-45) begins by telling the reader how to construct a semi-
circular arch within a square framework, then how to find the area enclosed by
the outer and inner semicircular perimeters of a free-standing arch, then com-
bines the two structures in the form of a square framework enclosing an interior
semicircular arch and surmounted by another. The next problem (32) introduces
a new method for calculating the area under a semicircular arch, and then pro-
ceeds to describe a comparable process for finding the area under a “dispropor-
tionate (apeulogos)” arch, which is not clearly described in the problem (itself
beset with scribal errors). Returning to more readily comprehensible objects, the
author next integrates the method from the first part of problem 32 into a prob-
lem involving arches made of bricks which border the exterior of a segment of
rubble wall. The next few problems continue with the now-established context
of architectural construction while introducing a new shape, the “conch
(konche)”: first constructed of bricks, then covered in mosaic tiles. Next the
author returns to the vault. Let us study this problem more closely:

To measure a vault whose enclosure is less than a semicircle, of which the base of the in-
terior space is 14 feet, and the “front-wedges” [mpwToo@fjveg; this term seems to refer to
the thickness of the wall] on each side 2 feet, whose perpendicular in the interior space is
6 feet, and whose length is 15 feet. Do it like this: add the 14 feet of the interior space and
the 6 of the perpendicular; the result is 20. Of this [take] the half; the result is 10. [Multi-
ply] this by the 6; the result is 60. Again, add the 14 feet of the interior space and the
“front-wedges” of 2 feet on each side; the result is 18. To these add the 6 of perpendicular
of the interior space and the 2 feet; the result is 26. Of these [take] half; the result is 13.
[Multiply] these by the whole height/extension (anatasis), by 8; the result is 104. Divide
this by the 60 feet of the interior space; the remainder of the framework/foundation is 44
feet. Multiply this by the 15 feet of the length; the result is 660 feet. So large is the vault.*

We may immediately note how the author here has gone about calculating the
cross-section of the vault: the formula (d + h)/2x H (in this case, (18 +
6)/ 2 x 8). Just as in P. Math., an incorrect formula has again been engaged to
find this area. However, the erroneous formula here may point the way to the

38 For more details on this manuscript, see Hero 2014, 85-97; Lévy/Vitrac 2018, 190-192.

39 For a detailed discussion of how the problems are ordered in the manuscripts, see Hero
2014, 471-474.

40 [Hero] Stereometrica 2.37.
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reasoning behind the error in P. Math, since the error here is slight — the author
has forgotten to include a corrective factor of (1 + 1/21), which was previously
introduced in problem 28. The same formula, or variants of it meant to apply to
different cross-sections, is used several times on problems of this type in the
Stereometrica, and it is plausible that it was a common formula for this kind of
calculation in late antiquity.” The solver of P. Math. could have recalled that
there was a formula for calculating the volume under a roughly semicircular
vault that involved combining three different dimensions of the cross-section,
including the height of the space under the vault, and multiplying those by the
length to produce a volume. In Davis’s terms, however, he inappropriately re-
trieved the “multiplication” rather than the “addition” frame in the course of
carrying out that calculation, hence ending up with a granary occupying four
dimensions rather than the more conventional three. The additional errors of
failing to divide by half and omitting the (1 + 1/21) corrective here seem trivial by
comparison.

Of course it is impossible actually to reconstruct the thought process of the
P. Math. solver, particularly given the lack of a parallel, correctly solved prob-
lem in that text. But, in a sense, that lack is precisely the point: the structure
and scale of the Stereometrica are such that the author can introduce new geo-
metrical forms gradually, starting from simple shapes and building up to more
complex variations and combinations. The reader of manuscript S has by this
point been led carefully along a path where each step usually involves a fairly
minor variation on what has come before. The same would have been true for
readers of other sequences of problems in other versions of the manuscript,
which typically group similar problems together, even if the particular group-
ings change from one manuscript to the next. The steps of the path are by no
means flawlessly laid; the Stereometrica, including this sequence of chapters,
contains a great many erroneous formulas. However, unlike the case of the
comparatively short P. Math., the lengthy Byzantine codices of metrological
problems afford the opportunity to check a formula against a similar problem,
and if a variation occurs (as in this case), the reader is provoked to compare the
two and select what appears to be the correct algorithm rather than doubling
down on an incorrect formula as in P. Math.

41 Other ancient pedagogical contexts may furnish some comparable examples. Monika
Amsler suggested in her comments to this paper that the remarkable stability of the exemplary
rhetorical progymnasmata described by Theon, Aphthonius, Nicolaus, and other authors might
reflect a similar case. On the pedagogical context and sources of these examples, see Webb
2009, 39-49.
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The process of gradually accumulating related problem-solving techniques
invites comparisons between recently acquired techniques and new ones, and
provides opportunities for self-correction not unlike the problem-solving dia-
logues between students and teachers (or researchers) common to contempo-
rary studies of mathematical problem-solving. Davis notes that in the studies he
analyzes, when a teacher intervened by following up a student’s retrieval of an
incorrect procedural frame (e.g., “4*4=8,” where the “addition” frame is inap-
propriately retrieved) by asking them the question that would have generated
the wrong answer (in this case “what is 4+4?”), the student nearly always im-
mediately corrected the previous wrong answer rather than simply answering
the new question. Even though many of the problems in P. Math. are framed as
though they represented a question-and-answer dialogue between teacher and
student, the actual learning process does not seem to have involved a similar
one-on-one dialogue where the student could have been alerted to his incorrect
problem-solving “frames.” While the Stereometrica is clearly even further re-
moved from the classroom context of genuine question-and-answer dialogue,
its more robust structure, with a greater number of similar problems gathered
together, could have facilitated a cognitive process in the reader more like what
Davis posits for the contemporary student who corrects her response thanks to
an “interesting phenomenon of perception, control or short-term memory” fos-
tered by the dialogue with the teacher.*

Besides the greater availability of “checks” on incorrect formulas and prob-
lem-solving techniques in the Stereometrica compared to P. Math., we should
not neglect to mention the value of the Stereometrica’s chains of problems relat-
ed to a particular context, in this case the construction of buildings. P. Math. is
one of the largest collections of mathematical problems in a papyrus, but even
so it is a short text relative to the Heronian metrological works. Within a span of
relatively few problems which aim to address a very wide-range of problem-
solving techniques, it is simply not possible to follow the Stereometrica’s strate-
gy of gathering together a large number of problems focused on vaults and
arches and incrementally building complications onto a relatively firm problem-
solving foundation. By the time the reader works through a series of problems
like Heiberg’s Stereometrica 2.28—44, she has built up a fairly solid mental pic-
ture of the walls, archways, peristyles, and roofs in those problems. Those im-
ages may not be elegantly drawn, as is the case for the Vatican manuscript
(fig. 7), but simply seeing how the geometrical objects fit into the more complex
structures allows the reader to anchor their problem-solving process in their

42 Davis 1984, 100.
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lived experience. By mentally constructing the more complex structures step by
step, the reader is less likely to make a grave conceptual error like the extra
dimension attributed to the granary by the P. Math. solver. As we will see, this

kind of mental slippage in picturing the object under study is a recurrent prob-
lem in P. Math.

R { B .
xr ] A e 62 W <sgd 7 (A 0
/4‘4?- prcqwrvu :ugé)ﬂ -wt{

S s 7».&41495“ 5,,,(,,;‘..;/ -7,,4,-

oy -7-u—£~ Mtwdd,cnﬂ}fr/zph(r

sl e 70 e,u-ga%

B tJUKq,bw-r-r)(w&-éw—ﬂi)\4r Aeéll”p

i w;f" 2

e f.ug«&y 'wlftl :‘b wr‘mwgw—

2 e%u—uq-;aﬂmﬁz—rrf!/lvvﬁéw*r : ;| 1Y
‘-IJL/‘(?“"'”'”“’"”"‘WW”"“‘?‘”")‘M o | 5
el -7p/u:u'7car 7311:[4,91'737;\ : \ 345
‘»,l [A/"‘KE '”C°q1 W;r&la/\av;-v 1}4 P-"’«(‘ —0~/ sy ..«;;

. Mg A ﬁ?abwfxv‘w“?ev\--féwwr%ﬂvs 57‘7»
. S ”‘M&dow‘:&w’mw”f&&m Tvqgaaq-.s,c.
L } H i Wﬁwm;&m&u@"m o i e £ Sheal
SR AmTE alger #4 .ﬂeﬂ,}g— Ko iipe Riiasie Rl
g 0"7"6’01“&0(47;- Kd«:—q‘m,ug-s-,,—li - el o
‘(9"’ 9247“'71 el.l.;%l' 'nteuu—;aa— 7 }* — ,
¥ . > e o
’ X&(\"W-—ﬁ-i-c-p,myg et A0e B 70”6%

02
-'7'°W57rr737«

s 1
o 472““4%‘”7/* TMT"?WA’I“# w—?)\*‘w i

Fig. 7: Stereometrica text and images from Vat. gr. 215, fol. 9r.



178 = Courtney Roby

Case study 2: Reality Breaks

Some of the “errors” in P. Math. are not really mathematical errors at all, but
rather involve a breakdown between the numerical values stipulated in the
problem and the real-world objects they allegedly correspond to. The vagueness
of some of the problem statements can make this assessment difficult, as when
problem b5 calculates the volume of a form called a “quadrangular trapezoid,”
an odd nomenclature that turns out to refer to an extremely elongated trapezoi-
dal prism. Certainly it is true that a trapezoidal prism (like any polygonal prism)
has quadrangular sides, but this is an odd way to frame the shape given that
prisms are usually just identified by their cross section. The trouble the solver
seems to have giving the shape a name appears to mirror a difficulty in visualiz-
ing its dimensions; Bagnall and Jones point out the improbability of a “rod-like
object” 48 cubits in length, just 10 cubits wide, and only 5 fingers and 2 fingers
on the parallel trapezoidal surfaces. Other forms are improbably small rather
than too large; the vaulted granary with a 5x3x2-cubit rectangular base sur-
mounted by a 2-cubit high vault was already mentioned above. Trivial as these
errors may seem, they suggest a breakdown in common sense at some point in
the process from devising the problem in the first place, to copying it down, to
attempting a solution, which makes it difficult for the solver to perform a “reali-
ty check” on whether the numbers make sense. In the case of problem b5 (the
“quadrangular trapezoid”), the solver has so much trouble envisioning the ob-
ject under consideration that he fails to perform the necessary unit conversion
from cubits to fingers, a rare mistake for him.

Problem b3 demands the solver picture a more complicated object: a tower
(porgos) with “substructures (krépidai),” where the aim is to calculate how
many bricks the tower contains. This kind of calculation has a long tradition in
both the Mesopotamian and Egyptian traditions.” In this case, the tower is de-
scribed in an unnecessarily confusing way and is quite difficult to picture. First,
the tower: we are given the outer and inner perimeters, as well as the thickness
of the walls, but not the shape. In fact, the given dimensions (where the thick-
ness of the wall is equal to the difference between the two perimeters) render
the tower impossible to construct, whatever its form (in the likely event it was a
rectangle, for example, the wall’s thickness would be V4 the difference between
the perimeters). Still, the solver chooses an appropriate frame for this calcula-
tion, recognizing that the wall’s cross-section can be dissected into four trape-

43 On “brick numbers” in Babylonian mathematics, see Friberg 2007, 89, 93-95, 169-174.
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zoids and calculating the walls’ volume using the algorithm for calculating the
volume of a trapezoidal prism.

So far so good, but what about the “substructures”? One might reasonably
imagine that the tower would be supported on some kind of rectangular prism,
likely hollow on the inside like the tower. The solver seems to have had this idea
in mind in stating the problem: “the length of the rectangle 10 [cubits], breadth
8 cubits.” However, alert readers will already have noticed that the substructure
does not have enough given dimensions, and the solver runs into trouble be-
cause of this later in the problem when he goes to calculate the number of
bricks it is made of.

Recognizing the missing dimension of thickness, he spontaneously intro-
duces a factor of 2 cubits into his calculations on the substructures, likely im-
porting it from the “tower” section of the problem and assuming incorrectly that
they have the same thickness as the tower walls. However, rather than calculat-
ing as though he were picturing an 8x10x2 cubit rectangular prism (which
would be a rickety support indeed for the tower but at least makes some sense
spatially), he lets the plural “substructures” in the problem statement lead him
to satisfy the “rectangular prism” schema in a different way. He posits two
“substructures” of 8x2 and 10x2 cubits respectively, and then adds together the
size of these two-dimensional bases. But since the brick calculations require a
three-dimensional structure, the schema is lacking a dimension. The seeds of
the solver’s catastrophic response to this lack have already been sown in the
form of a numerical error at the very start of the 10*8 multiplication: “Likewise
also of the rectangle, [the length, 10] times 60. The result is 20.” Obviously, 60 is
an error for 2, given that the result is 20. But that 2 itself has just been intro-
duced by the solver’s need to fill in one missing element in the dimensional
schema, and his decision to import it from the “tower” frame. And now at this
later point in the problem, he repeats the strategy: he again draws the missing
dimension from the “tower” frame, this time multiplying the two bases each by
the height of the tower (60 cubits), rather than any given measure correspond-
ing to the “substructures.” The solver then adds up the volumes of the two tow-
er-height “substructure” sheets, finding the sum slightly larger than the volume
of the tower. He then converts the solid cubits to bricks with a factor of 48,
yielding the answer 213,120 bricks.

As is often the case in P. Math., the solver’s arithmetic is unproblematic, but
this tower is built on the shakiest of conceptual foundations. The solver is not
disturbed by the fact that the “substructures” represent the bulk of the construc-
tion because he has not visualized the tower-substructure complex in enough
detail to have a sense for whether this should be the case. The diagram, drawn
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on the verso of B, emphasizes this confusion: it has suffered considerable dam-
age but appears to have consisted simply of a trapezoid with some horizontal
lines across it, marked with “8” at the bottom (the length of one of the “sub-
structures”), “60” at the side (the height of the tower) and a “54” that figures
nowhere in the problem, like the trapezoidal shape itself. However, a trapezoid
marked with a “54” dimension did feature in the problem illustrated at the top
of the recto of B. Given the conceptual confusion the solver experienced with
the basic task of picturing the tower/substructure complex, it would not be
surprising if he borrowed the last stable conceptual image he had of a mathe-
matical object, the trapezoid from problem bI (= a5), to fill the gap.

As in the case of the vaults described above, the total collapse of the solver’s
mental image of the tower/substructure complex seems likely to stem in part
from the structure of the text itself. Problem b3 occurs early in the text, follow-
ing a series of problems on trapezoids and trapezoidal solids. The only excep-
tions to this pattern are a unit-fractions exercise and the problem that immedi-
ately precedes it, a trivially simple calculation of the area of a square field. It
would not be surprising, then, if the solver carried the “trapezoid” conceptual
frame from these prior problems into problem b3. Moreover, he used the “trape-
zoid” frame correctly in dissecting the tower’s cross-section into four trapezoids
to find its area. It is only when he attempts to determine the volume of the
pathologically underdetermined “substructures” that the strength with which
this conceptual frame has been lodged in his mind leads him astray, producing
the incorrectly visualized “substructures” and the nonsensical diagram. Had
problem b3 been preceded instead by a series of problems on rectangular
prisms, the solver might have performed better even if the tower’s structure was
still underdetermined in the problem. Much like the case of the vaults, a text
like the Stereometrica creates a hedge against these lapses in visual comprehen-
sion by building up the components of more complex structures more gradual-
ly.

Students attempting to solve mathematical problems today often indicate
comparable difficulties with common-sense checks on numerical calculations.
Davis ascribes several such errors to inappropriate retrieval of mathematical
“frames.” One student, asked to divide 6 into 3606, arrived at the incorrect an-
swer of 61.* When the interviewer, attempting to spark a self-correction, then
asked the student to divide 6 into 366 (which would in fact yield 61), the student
was not surprised, but accepted the identity of the answers as correct, since she
had learned that “adding zero doesn’t change [the answer]|” and “zero means

44 Davis 1984, 199-200.
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nothing.” The student’s inappropriate retrieval of the “addition” frame for the 0
in the division problem, coupled with the semantic drift in the phrase “zero
means nothing,” overwhelmed what should have been their common-sense
reaction that these very different dividends should not yield the same quotient.

Davis explores another kind of “framing” error that speaks more specifically
to the breakdown between numerical and real-world objects, centered on prob-
lems of the following type.” When students (even engineering, physics, or math
students) asked to put a phrase like “there are six times as many students as
professors” into the form of an equation involving the variables S and P, they
overwhelmingly wrote the equation erroneously as “6S=P.” The error (called the
Rosnick-Clement phenomenon after the psychologists who first studied it) af-
fects people regardless of their level of mathematical skill and experience, and
even trumps real-world experience with the objects named in the problem. One
might think that the error simply stems from writing the S and P in the order in
which “students” and “professors” were encountered in the problem statement,
but switching the word order had no perceptible effect on the results. The stu-
dents, familiar with the fact that students outnumber professors (usually by a
factor of considerably more than 6) should have been able to perform the com-
mon-sense check that multiplying the number of students by 6 should not yield
the number of professors.

The very same error persisted in different formulations of the problem. A
student familiar with the recipe for vinaigrette (which calls for more oil than
vinegar), who was even given the correct formula 3V = O for the proportions,
still managed to talk herself into reversing the proportions, drawing pictures
with the reversed proportions, and finally insisting that the formula meant the
dressing contained more vinegar than oil. Even a mathematically adept physics
major, given a formula describing the proportions of people in England and
China, persuaded himself to reverse the meanings of “E” and “C” in the formula
rather than renounce his incorrect problem-solving frame. These students are
not unlike the P. Math. solver, who finds the “trapezoid” frame so firmly lodged
in mind after several repetitions that it is difficult to break even when encoun-
tering the apparently trapezoid-free tower-complex problem. Like the students
Davis describes, the P. Math. solver seems to talk himself into a mindset where
an absurd fusion of a tower supported by thin rectangular sheets as tall as the
tower itself seems like a plausible construction. Davis makes the key point that
solvers were not plugging in sample numbers to check that their formulas made

45 Davis 1984, 111-123.



182 = Courtney Roby

sense, which would have called attention to the breakdown between reality and
number here.

How can Davis’s characterization of these errors help us better understand
what is going on in P. Math.? Let us consider a few more troubled mappings
from reality onto mathematical problems in the text. Problem f2 posits three
granaries containing various amounts of wheat (200, 300, and 400 artabas re-
spectively). The problem’s drama begins when “someone came in and mixed
them up. To find 630 artabas. We proceed as follows.” But proceed with what,
exactly — what is this mysterious “630 artabas” about, and why did someone
come and mix up the grain from different granaries? One might surmise that
they came not only to mix up the grain, but also to steal it, and took 630 artabas
out of the original 900. And indeed that is quite correct, as Bagnall and Jones
point out a parallel in P.Cair. cat 19758 (problems 47-49), where someone came
along, mixed up the grain from each granary, and then stole some grain, so the
problem is to determine how much of the stolen wheat originally came from
each granary. So in this case, rather than failing to correctly picture a realistic
object, as in the case of the very long “quadrangular trapezoid” of b5, here the
solver has failed to imagine a plausible process for the grain-theft.

A comparable case occurs at c2, where “someone loaded on a boat, from the
granary half, and for the taxes one-third, and for the pay of the donkey-driver
one twelfth, and there remained on the boat 50 artabas of wheat.” Now, as
Bagnall and Jones note, the activities described in the problem make sense in
the context of unloading a boat rather than loading one. The problem continues:
we must find the solution to this indeterminate equation by adding the fractions
listed, finding that their sum is 1/12 less than a unit, and calculating that since
the 50 artabas remaining are 1/12 of the original amount, the original amount on
the boat (before unloading) was 600 artabas. Yet the solver frames the solution
as “the boat will hold 600 artabas of wheat” — again, suggesting he has a
framework of loading rather than unloading in mind. Still, even though the
“loading” frame does not make sense with the tax calculation and so forth, the
solver seems to have in mind a robust and stable context of activity within that
framework, and carries it out correctly. So this case differs from f2 in that the
solver is able to picture the process correctly, implausible though that process
may be in a strictly real-world context.

Lave warns that typical studies of mathematical cognition presuppose that
all action is preceded by a separate “structuring” step, which leads to a misun-
derstanding of the relationship between experience and strategic thought:
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The view is consistent with an emphasis on thought distanced from experience as the ca-
nonical form of human experience to be investigated, but it is not compatible with the
everyday math practices just described, nor with a theory of practice.*

Lave’s experimental study of ordinary people (referred to in the text as “just
plain folks” or “jpfs”) involved first giving them a formal mathematical test, and
then following them around the grocery store, watching and questioning them
as they select, buy, and prepare food. Most of the people in her study performed
quite poorly on the math test but extremely well on practical tasks like deter-
mining which size jar of mayonnaise was the better buy (averaging 98% accura-
cy). As she points out, “98% accuracy in the supermarket is practically error-
free arithmetic, and belies the image of the hapless jpf failing cognitive chal-
lenges in an everyday world.”* Lave’s study found

not a single significant correlation between frequency of calculation in supermarket, and
scores on math test, multiple choice test, or number facts. There is a significant correla-
tion between weight and volume facts (but not length) and frequency of calculation in the
supermarket.”®

The high correlation between shoppers’ mastery of facts helping them make
weight or volume conversions and their fluency of calculation in the supermar-
ket is of particular interest in the context of the ancient metrological texts.
P. Math. and other mathematical papyri, as well as texts like the Stereometrica,
provide the reader with an astonishing array of conversion mechanisms for
length, area, volume, and weight. These include universal conversions that
could work for any substance as well as more specific conversions. For example,
Stereometrica 2.54 includes standards set by a praetorian prefect named Modes-
tus for converting fresh or stored barley from xestai to cubic feet, bacon from
cubic feet to litrai, and so on.

And in fact the writer of P. Math. functions very fluidly with those conver-
sions, nearly always performing them correctly. His fluency with conversions
and other arithmetical tasks suggests an orientation much like Lave’s jpfs. He is
really very competent within a known framework of mathematical action, but
he often struggles to retrieve and apply the correct problem-solving frame for
new kinds of problems. These problems are exacerbated by the relative lack of
problem-solving supports in the text such as are found in the Stereometrica,

46 Lave 1988, 130.
47 Lave 1988, 58.
48 Lave 1988, 57.
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notably chains of problems on similar geometric forms, generally built up from
simpler to the more complex. Crucially, in the Stereometrica these chains are
often focused on a common real-world application like buildings (or vessels
containing water, ships, theaters full of seats, etc.), encouraging the reader to
build up a relatively robust mental picture of the object in question that may
help them perform a “reality check” on the results. Lave’s study offers an im-
portant intervention in conventional studies of mathematical problem-solving
as divorced from the “real world”:

I propose to address cognition and culture and their various entailments at different levels
of social analysis. Among other things, this requires a broadening of the terms of analysis
to reflect the claim that the ‘person,’ including the person thinking, is constituted in rela-
tion with other aspects of the lived-in world.*

These texts (P. Math. and other papyri focused on practical problem-solving, as
well as the “Heronian” metrological texts) make their meaning not merely from
recording the arithmetical structures of calculating algorithms, but more pro-
foundly from fitting those algorithms into a concrete and populated world. Cru-
cially, the Stereometrica constructs knowledge by arranging problems into clus-
ters that replicate the construction of objects in the world itself: from abstract
arches to arches of bricks, to walls, to roofed-over buildings. These clusters
would seem to constitute a pedagogical process in their own right, affording the
reader a familiar and grounded problem-solving environment more like the
grocery store where Lave’s subjects thrived than the abstract math test she ad-
ministered her “hapless jpfs” beforehand.

4 Conclusion

The corpus of Greek metrological texts developed after the Metrica, like the
Geometrica and Stereometrica as well as papyri containing related “practical
mathematics” problems, owe a great deal to the much older Egyptian and Mes-
opotamian traditions of arithmetical problems focused on techniques for meas-
uring and manipulating real-world objects. Not only do the techniques and
content of the problems differ between the “demonstrative” geometrical and
“algorithmic” arithmetic traditions, but so does the very language in which
those problems are couched. Greek geometers in general hewed remarkably

49 Lave 1988, 180.
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closely to a canonical model of proof-writing. In this model, proofs proceed
through a series of formulaic steps couched in equally formulaic language: from
enunciation (protasis) to conclusion (sumperasma), all progress evidently made
not by the author’s own hand but a shadowy entity adumbrated by the third-
person passive imperatives that are such a peculiar verbal marker of these texts.
Fowler and Taisbhak memorably characterize this mysterious actor as the “Help-
ing Hand,” which “is always there first to see that things are done and to keep
the operations free from contamination by our mortal fingers.”® The “Helping
Hand” is an effective rhetorical tool, suggesting that the work of mathematical
proof happens in a domain far removed from human fallibility. The geometrical
proof comes prepackaged and sanitized, as it were, without any indication of
the trials and errors the text’s author doubtless experienced in its discovery.” By
contrast, texts in the arithmetical tradition typically frame the mathematical
activities they recount as direct instructions to the reader, as an active account
of steps being taken by the author, or both.

This difference results from the different generic expectations of the two tradi-
tions, to be sure, but it also resonates powerfully with questions of “knowledge
construction.” Texts in the geometrical tradition, with their impersonal, passive
constructions mediated by the “Helping Hand,” are worlds away from the first-
and second-person constructions of the arithmetical tradition. The difference
between a problem framed as being solved through an impersonal and perma-
nently valid demonstrative act on the one hand, and a problem framed as being
solved through a person’s selecting an algorithm, carrying it out, and inviting
the reader to do the same (explicitly or implicitly) on the other, also reframes
the meaning of “error.” An error in a geometrical demonstration might be seen
as a fatal flaw because of the impression of impersonal eternity the generically
imposed form of the solution creates. But in a problem framed as a personal
adventure in problem-solving, errors and other idiosyncrasies have a value of
their own as witnesses to that peculiar personal experience.

When the P. Math. solver accidentally imagines a four-dimensional granary,
or collapses the area diagram of a field down to just one dimension, those choices
open up a window — however hazy — into a living process of “knowledge con-

50 Fowler and Taisbak 1999, 362.

51 This is not to say that Greek geometrical texts are devoid of personality, of course; Netz
describes some of the authorial personae developed in Greek geometrical texts at Netz 2013.
Still, he describes a textual tradition where “the mathematician’s results cannot be otherwise”
(225) even if the writing style varies from author to author, which is clearly not the case here.
For additional considerations of authorial personae in mathematical commentaries, see Asper
2019.
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struction” that works by fits and starts as students of different ability levels
grapple with mathematical concepts and their real-world analogues. The same
may be said for the compilers of the metrological problems that crystallized into
the Stereometrica and related texts: their choices to bring a certain set of prob-
lems and tables together represent a form of “knowledge construction” in its
own right. That construction process roots the invariant principles of mathemat-
ics in a gloriously varied world, where the mathematical system’s users navigate
a complex landscape of culturally determined units of measurement and as-
semble geometrical forms into concrete constructions, building meaning from
the progress from a semicircular arch to a roofed building every bit as much as
they build meaning from a growing collection of algorithms for calculation.
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Monika Amsler

The “Poetic Itch” and Numerical Maxims
in the Talmud: An Inquiry into Factors of
Knowledge Construction

Abstract: This paper explores possible factors responsible for knowledge pre-
sented as numerical maxims found in the Babylonian Talmud. Written in a late
Hebrew, the maxims follow the pattern “X ‘things’ do/are...” and have previous-
ly been analyzed in the context of mnemotechnical strategies and pedagogy. Yet
the sheer number of these maxims — 54 sayings alone on “threes” — appears to
contradict at least a straightforward connection with pedagogy. Indeed, the
circumstances that produce a certain stock of knowledge are not necessarily
identical with its future use. To trace the maxim’s possible origins, Ausonius’s
“poetic itch,” according to himself responsible for his Riddle of the Number
Three, will serve as a starting point for an investigation into social and intellec-
tual factors involved in the construction of this condensed form of knowledge:
poetic contests, numerology, and the concept and place of pastimes in late-
antique society. The paper will thereby show that incentives for accumulating
knowledge were as multi-faceted as occasions to implement knowledge.

1 The Final Construct: Numerical Maxims in the
Babylonian Talmud

Late-antique literature is characterized by its use of unattributed and attributed
maxims.! Reason for the prevalence of the use of maxims (gnomai) as compared
to antiquity was, complemented by other factors, the Greco-Roman curriculum
and its exercises, the so-called progymnasmata. This curriculum acquainted the
alphabetized pupil with the art of writing and argument-building. It introduced
the simple maxim; its attributed form, which turns the maxim into a chreia; or
the maxim that recalls someone’s deed and hence becomes a reminiscence
(apomnemoneuma).’? The maxim is thereby presented to the student not as

1 See Formisano 2007; Roberts 1988; Fontaine 1977.
2 This was especially the case in the progymnasmata by Aelius Theon 3.96; see Kennedy 2003,
15. The other progymnasmata translated by Kennedy introduce the chreia, a trope that builds

3 Open Access. © 2023 Monika Amsler, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111010311-008
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something static but, rather, as a trope that can be used in different contexts
and for different purposes. Indeed, the different progymnasmata, throughout all
their stages, continue to make recourse to maxims, e.g., as a concluding moral
to a fable or a proof in an inquiry (thesis). Yet the progymnasmata are conspicu-
ously quiet about how one should compose a maxim. Rather, the maxim is con-
ceived of as a fixed entity, a brick that serves the late-antique art of “narrative
bricolage,” to borrow a term used by Reuven Kiperwasser to describe this very
feature, which applies to Talmudic narratives as well.?

Many of the used maxims are quotes from ancient authors, brilliant lines
that speak for themselves. There are whole compilations of maxims, however,
that are attributed to otherwise unknown authors and incompatible with any
known work.* These collections testify to the fact that maxims were not only
intentionally collected but also likely purposefully composed. The collections of
sayings were, among other things, certainly useful for teachers, who used them
to craft model exercises for their students, while students may have used them
to embellish their literary creations according to the previously described exer-
cises. That maxims relate a timeless truth that makes them fit for education,
does not, however, necessarily imply that they were originally intended to be
used in schools or other instructional settings. Rather, they might have had
their inception in educated vanity, intellectual competition, playfulness, lei-
sure — maybe even a sort of productive boredom, a “poetic itch”.

I would like to illustrate how such factors may have led to the composition
of maxims by looking at the numerical maxims dispersed throughout the Baby-
lonian Talmud (henceforth Talmud). It may well be that these numerical max-
ims once constituted distinct collections, which were then disassembled for the
purpose of compiling the Talmud, in which process the maxims would have
been detached from each other and inserted associatively to similar thematic
threads. The numerical sayings in the Talmud have traditionally, and for fairly
obvious reasons, been placed in the context of the biblical numerical sayings,
which, in turn, are also attested in other literatures of the ancient Near East.’
Wayne S. Towner and, more recently, Ariel-Ram Pasternak and Shamir Yona,

on maxims, after fable and narrative, but likewise continue recommending its use throughout
the subsequent exercises.

3 Kiperwasser 2018.

4 E.g., the Mishanic tractate Avot (“Sayings of the Fathers”), the Apophthegmata Patrum, or
the late-antique and Byzantine collections of the paroimographoi or the Gnomai of the Council
of Nicaea. Morgan 2007, 257, further mentions collections by Didymus Chalkenterus (Alexan-
dria) and Lucillus of Tarrha (Crete).

5 See Pasternak/Yona 2016, 209.
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have pointed to significant differences between this ancient “graded numerical
parallelism” and the numerical maxims that appear in rabbinic literature.® The
biblical graded parallelism is structured according to the formula X and X+1, as
in the following example:

Three things are beyond me; Four I cannot fathom: How an eagle makes its way over the
sky; How a snake makes its way over a rock; How a ship makes its way through the high
seas; How a man has his way with a maiden. (Prov. 30:18-20)’

The numerical maxim in rabbinic literature may also appear as graded parallel-
ism, but it “separates the pair of numbers, and each number is situated in dif-
ferent stiches,”® e.g.:

Five things in a burnt-offering can combine with one another: the flesh, the fat, the fine
flour, the wine and the oil. And six in a thanksgiving-offering: the flesh, the fat, the fine
flour, the wine, the oil and the bread. (m. Me’il. 4:2)°

The present paper will focus on such lists of “X ‘things’ do/are...” that appear —
graded like this example, or ungraded — in every tractate of the Babylonian
Talmud (except for b. Meg. and b. B. Metz.).”° It is noteworthy that they are al-
ways in Hebrew and mostly use numbers 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 10." The fact that

6 See Pasternak/Yona 2016; Towner 1973, esp. 12.

7 Quoted according to Pasternak/Yona 2016, 212.

8 Pasternak/Yona 2016, 225-226; see also Towner, 1973, 5-7.

9 Pasternak/Yona 2016, 226. The X+1 pattern is rare and always attributed to Ben Sira (Paster-
nak/Yona 2016, 237-238). Pasternak/Yona also draw attention to the rhetorical device of “gap-
ing” (hamshakhah), used in the second verse, which omits the subject “things,” thereby con-
tributing to a more appealing syntax (Pasternak/Yona 2016, 237-238).

10 My research was based on the compound “X things.” Yet, even the Vilna standard edition
does not conclude with “things” (o"™2a7) in every case. The results presented here are likely to
be incomplete (but certainly not exaggerated) and may explain the absence of numerical say-
ings in b. Meg. and b. B. Metz. It is also noteworthy that the five talmudic tractates that differ in
terms of technical language from the rest (b. Ned.; b. Naz.; b. Me’il.; b. Ker.; b. Tamid) also
contain such lists.

11 Lists of three: b. Ber. 3a (2x), 7a, 42a (3x), 51a, 54b (4x), 55a (3x), 62a (2x the same); b.
Shabb. 34a (3x), 75b, 87a; b. Eruv. 87b; b. Pesah. 42a (3x), 112b (2x), 113a (2x), 116b; b. Rosh
Hash. 16b; b. Yoma 9b, 84a; b. Betzah 11b, 15b, 21b, 23a; b. Mo’ed Qat. 18a; b. Yevam. 16a, 62a;
b. Ketub. 10b, 39a, 42a; b. Sotah 25a; b. Git. 6b, 28b, 70a (2x); b. B. Bat. 147a; b. Sanh. 11b, 37b,
88a; b. Mak. 19a, 23a (2x); b. Zevah. 64a; b. Menah. 29a; b. Nid. 51a. Lists of four: b. Ber. 50b; b.
Eruv. 17a; b. Pesah. 111a, 112b; b. Sukkah 29a (4x); b. Rosh Hash. 16b, 18b; b. Shabb. 23a; b. B.
Qam. 4a, 4b, 26a, 26b, 53b, 55b (2x), 84a; b. Sotah 42b; b. Nid. 8a (only Soncino Print), 16b, 17a
(only Ms. Vatican 111); b. Me’il. 15b (2x). Lists of five: b. Shabb. 129b; b. Betzah 39a; b. Ber. 10a,
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the maxims are in Hebrew and not in Aramaic may point to an archaizing fea-
ture or an early date. At least in the case of sayings using hapax legomena, we
may surmise that they reflect somewhat older material. Indeed, although these
maxims are quite similar to each other in makeup, it does not seem that they are
all products of just one author or stem from a single compilation, since they are
also found in the five talmudic tractates that differ from the other tractates in
their use of technical language (b. Ned.; b. Naz.; b. Me’il.; b. Ker.; b. Tamid). The
sayings seem, therefore, to have been part of an established genre, rather than
the signature style of a certain author. Here is an example of an agglutination of
such maxims in tractate Gittin:

Three things wither the strength? of man, and they are these: fear, the road [i.e., travel-
ling], and sin.

Fear, as it is written: “My heart is palpitating, my strength has left me” (Ps. 38:11); travel-
ling, as it is written: “On the way my strength...” (Ps. 102:24); sin, as it is written: “My
strength wavered because of my iniquities” (Ps. 31:11).

Three things tear down the body of man, and they are these: eating while standing,
drinking while standing, and having intercourse while standing.

Five draw [man] closer to death than to life, and these are they: to eat and to stand up
[immediately]; to drink and to stand up [immediately]; to sleep and to stand up [immedi-
ately]; to let blood and to stand up [immediately]; to have intercourse and to stand up
[immediately].

Six — the one who does them will die immediately: One who comes back from a journey
exhausted, lets blood, enters the bathhouse, drinks and becomes intoxicated, sleeps on
the ground, and has intercourse.

Eight things are harmful in abundance but beneficial in moderation, and they are these:
travel, “the way of the world” [i.e., conjugal relations|, wealth,” labor, wine, sleep,
warmth, and bloodletting.

12b, 27a, 56b; b. Pesah. 76b, 77b, 112a, 113b, 118a; b. Yoma 18a, 21b (2x), 83b; b. Betzah 3b, 32b;
b. Ta’an. 26a, 28b; b. Hag. 13a; b. Git. 70a; b. B. Qam. 82a, 83b, 85a, 91a; b. B. Bat. 145a; b. Avod
Zar. 17b; b. Hor. 13b; b. Ker. 16a. Lists of six: b. Ber. 10b, 43b, 44b, 51a, 57b (2x); b. Pesah. 55b; b.
Pesah. 49b, 56a (2x), 113b; b. Shabb. 77a, 127a; b. Hag. 16a (2x); b. Yevam. 81b; b. Naz. 52a (2x);
b. Git. 70a, 70b. Avod. Zar. 29a; b. Zevah. 2b, 46b, 72b; b. Menah. 71a, 104a; b. Hul. 104b. Lists
of seven: b. Pesah. 54a, 54b, 112a; b. Shevu. 8a; b. Ketub. 109a (3x); b. Ned. 39b; b. Sotah 15a; b.
Ker. 26a (only Venice Print and Mss.); b. Menah. 51b, 73b; b. Arakh. 16a. Lists of eight: b. Git.
70a (2x); b. Tem. 28b. Lists of ten: b. Ber. 51a, 55a, 57b; b. Hag. 12a; b. Yoma 23a; b. Pesah. 54a;
b. Shabb. 81a; b. B. Bat. 10a; b. B. Qam. 82a (ten regulations of Ezra); b. B. Qam. 82b; b. Hor.
13b; b. Avod. Zar. 29a; b. Qidd. 82a; b. Arakh. 32b; b. Tamid 31b.

12 Ms. Munich 95 reads “the body,” as in the next numerical saying.
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Eight things diminish the semen, and they are these: salt, hunger, to be “torn,”" crying,
sleeping on the ground, gadgadnyut,® dodder which is not in due season, and blood-
letting below is like doing it two times. (b. Git. 70a)'*

The array of subjects treated in these numerical sayings is very wide, as the
above examples and those in tractate Berakhot demonstrate. They address de-
cency (e.g., “Three things about the correct behavior in the privy,” b. Ber. 62a);
prolongation of life (e.g., b. Ber 42a, or b. Git. 70a above); theology (e.g., “Three
things that God prompts,” b. Ber. 62a, or: “Three things that make heaven recall
one’s sin,” b. Ber. 54); and social interactions (e.g., “Three people who need
protection,” b. Ber. 54b). The maxims, with their style and content, were obvi-
ously appealing beyond Talmudic times. Several anthologies have been trans-
mitted that include these lists (sometimes in a modified form) together with
other prominent proverbs from the Talmud and other rabbinic literature.”
Fragments of such anthologies have been found in the Cairo Genizah.!®

Scholars have concluded that the purpose of the maxim lays in the realm of
mnemotechnics.” This claim is reinforced by the observation that the maxims
hardly move beyond numbers that can be counted on one’s fingers.” Still, the
large number in which they appear reduces their value as mnemotechnical
devices (i.e., 54 maxims alone on “threes”). This does not mean to say that peo-
ple did not know some by heart — the example below in which such a maxim is
used as proof may reflect such an instance of memorization. Or, alternatively,
may hint at the systematic organization of maxims (these and others) according
to topic from where suitable proof could be retrieved. At least, the large number
of numerical maxims indicates that their form was considerably popular.

13 This is missing in Ms. Munich 95, which thus only enumerates seven of the eight.

14 jpni; the same root was used several times in the preceding maxims in the formula “seized
and torn.”

15 ninTaTa; hapax legomenon, maybe cherries. See Josephus 1834, 42.

16 Unless otherwise noted, the translations are mine and follow Ms. Munich 95.

17 See Lehmhaus 2015, 66-83, for a discussion of the structure of three 9th-century Midrashim
consisting entirely of lists of such numerical sayings, i.e., the Midrash Ma‘asseh Torah-
tradition: Huppat Eliyahu (The Canopy of Elijah), Midrash Shloshah ve-’arba‘ (Midrash of
‘Three and Four’), and Pirge Rabbenu Ha-Qaddosh (Lectures of Our Holy Teacher). The works
“can most likely be dated to the 9th century” (Lehmhaus 2015, 71). See Judith Olszowy-
Schlanger 2014, 26 n. 2, for a summary of the texts’ history and editions.

18 See Olszowy-Schlanger 2014, 28.

19 Towner 1973, 4, also cited in Lehmhaus, 2015, 83. See also Valler, 1995, 184; Pasternak/
Yona, 2016, 244; Olszowy-Schlanger 2014, 27.

20 The use of fingers for counting is mentioned in b. Yoma 22a/b; see Executive Committee of
the Editorial Board/Levias, 1906.
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Cabbage for sustenance and beet for health [=quote from the baraita]. Is then cabbage on-
ly for sustenance and not for healing? Was it not taught: “Six things heal a sick person
from his disease and his health will be ‘healthy,” and they are these: cabbage, water from
bran, honey, maw/rennet, keeping the law, and the large lobe of the liver.” This is to say that
cabbage, like beet, is beneficial and not only good for a meal! (b. Ber. 44b)*

That the sayings were remembered and quoted may have been at least part of
the intention of their original authors. We can assume that ancient creative
minds felt the same pleasure as we do today when their creations “went viral,”
i.e., were quoted by others, or appeared scribbled on a public wall. However,
the sheer ubiquity of these maxims, and their controversial content, which is, as
in the above example, even in the Talmud often disputed and supplemented by
some commentary, prevents us from drawing a straightforward conclusion re-
garding memorization. Although memorization remains a possible incentive for
the creation/emergence of a numerical maxim, the conclusion has been, per-
haps, too quickly drawn.

Although they are creative and even ingenious, talmudic numerical maxims
obviously focus less on poetic style than did those in biblical and other Ancient
Near Eastern literature, and more on packing content into the format of the
numbered list.”? They look less like neat literary creations and more like a dis-
play of knowledge, such as structured notes taken while reading, or a sponta-
neous creation made while musing. By investigating the different factors that
might have originally helped generate these maxims, I would like to show that
late-antique knowledge construction had various causes, which were neither
more straightforward (i.e., to teach students), nor less complicated, biased, and
selfish, than factors involved in contemporary knowledge construction, despite
the different contexts.

The focus on pedagogical relevance alone ignores that the artistry of literary
communication is driven by public attention. In addition, the numerical max-
ims seem too ingenious for the classroom alone.” This is particularly evident in
their expression of the idea that everything can be pressed into, and conveyed
by, numbers and letters, that is, the signs of the Hebrew alphabet. As will be
shown, numerological structures were conceived of as inherent in every matter,
with the intellectual challenge consisting in finding and understanding these

21 Translation follows Ms. Munich 95. In the second cent. BCE through the first cent. CE,
cabbage, brassica, was highly esteemed, e.g., Cato the Elder’s “Praise of the Cabbage” in On
Agriculture, 156—-157.

22 See Pasternak/Yona 2016, 244.

23 See Helmut Krasser 2019, 159-174.
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correspondences: an often unattributed and unconscious Pythagorean idea. The
production of such an intellectual project necessitates time and certain intellec-
tual predispositions and ambitions. These aspects will be addressed in the re-
minder of this paper.

The Talmud is not descriptive literature but, rather, an elaborate compila-
tion of previously constructed knowledge. Clues for understanding the actual
social setting, the intellectual views and educational principles, that gave birth
to the texts collected in the Talmud have to be deduced from the broader geo-
graphical and chronological surroundings. Subsequent comparison will then
show to what extent the clues gained from cultural contexts in the Roman Em-
pire may be applied to the rabbinic setting in Sasanid Mesopotamia, if indeed
we were to place the origin of the Hebrew maxims into the latter geographical
context.

2 Social Incentives: Erudition and Competition —
Some Scenarios

Riddles

The production of maxims requires some basic education, time, a material sur-
face, and an incentive or occasion. Recent scholarship’s consideration of data
that included previously neglected or unavailable traces of writing, such as
graffiti and ostraca, showed that literacy was more widespread than previously
assumed and penetrated social classes beyond the elites.* In particular, concise
compositions, such as sayings, riddles, and jokes circulated and were some-
times even composed collaboratively on walls.” Some of the numerical maxims
under discussion may indeed have been the result of such a group “chain enu-
meration,” if we imagine a first person writing on a public wall, “Eight things
diminish the semen,” and maybe adding a first example. Passersby would then
have continued the list.”* At least the Palestinian Talmud mentions in one case
information that was gathered from the wall in the house of a particular sage.”

24 See Baird 2016; Benefiel 2012; Lougovaya 2018; Stern 2018, 141-168.

25 See Benefiel 2012.

26 Graffiti generally tended to accumulate and to interact thematically with each other, see
Lohmann 2017, esp. 108-109.

27 Seey.Kil. 1:1, 27a.
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Maxims may have been the result of systematic summaries of texts and
hence were dependent on a more formal workspace. Although we do not have
direct evidence that “summarizing” was systematically taught by late-antique
curricula, summarizing seems to have become the fashion, which is visible in
the general “condensation of literature” in late antiquity.®® Summaries of prior
volumes, for example, became common in introductions (e.g., by the historians
Polybius, Diodorus of Sicily, or Dionysius of Halicarnassus).” Aulus Gellius
wrote summaries of the content of the very book that was to follow and thus
provided a digest. Indeed, the first example in the above-quoted list from trac-
tate Gittin seems to hint that some of the numerical maxims may have been
summaries as this maxim extracts its information from the biblical text, which it
references.

Some of the numerical maxims may have summarized sources that were not
subject to talmudic exegesis and hence not worth quoting or referencing (as in
“Rabbi X said...”). These sources may have presented knowledge similar to the
content of the plays attributed to Euripides, e.g., fragment 907: “(Heracles) was
eating green figs along with portions of oxflesh, howling unmusically enough
for a barbarian to notice it;”* fragment 853: “There are three virtues you should
practise, child: to honour the gods, the parents who begot you, and the common
laws of Greece. If you do these things, you will always have good repute, the
fairest of crowns;”* and fragment 906: “Cold is most hostile to a delicate skin.”*
Such information can easily be contracted and listed numerically. Yet, as in the
example of continuing another’s musings on walls, the creation of numerical
sayings may often have been a more playful and sociable activity than the pro-
duction of summaries in seclusion. Indeed, as Laura Lieber pointed out after an
analysis of late-antique Jewish Aramaic poetry, the “consideration of perfor-
mance can and should be applied more widely.”*

Ausonius’s Riddle of the Number Three (Griphus ternarii numeri) presents an
appealing case for comparison within the genre of “wisdom cast in numbers”
and writes the following about the occasion that stimulated his writing:

28 On the phenomenon of condensation in late antiquity, see Dusil/Schwedler/Schwitter 2017,
1-22.

29 SeeJacob 2000, 107.

30 Euripides 2009, 504-505.

31 Euripides 2009, 478-479.

32 Euripides 2009, 502-503.

33 Lieber 2014, 563.
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The occasion of this bit of foolery was as follows. When I was on active service — a season
which, as you know, is one of military freedom — at my mess a challenge was issued to
drink, not in Greek fashion — as at the banquet of Rubrius, but after the manner described
by Flaccus in that piece of his where by reason of “midnight” and the “new moon” and
“Muraena’s augurship” “the bard inspired calls for thrice three cups.” At this subject of
the triple number that poetic itch (poetica scabies) of mine at once began scratching
away... (Ausonius, A Riddle of the Number Three, prologue)*

The military campaign to which Ausonius refers might have been the one
against the Alamanni (368/9).* The immediate occasion to write the little book-
let on the number three, however, had been a drinking game.** Ausonius’s poem
consists of a “thrice triple tenfold” of lines and enumerates things that come in
threes, making use of poetic license and a number of self-quotations.” The po-
em uses hexameter, a meter divisible by three and, of course, six:*®

Everything follows that law of three, or three threes:

The shaping of a man, his full gestation period,
And his life-span’s final end at nine times nine years. (Riddle, lines 4—6)*

Although Ausonius’s composition is called Gryphos (Riddle), there is nothing
left to be solved for the audience: Ausonius has already completed the task and
found the number three wherever it appears in his surroundings. The sympotic
Aenigmata (Riddles) by a certain Symphosius differ in that regard from the Gyr-
phos but share a considerable amount of numerical and other features with the
latter.*® Both works and authors embrace the symposium and especially drink-
ing as their creative stimulus.” And like the Gryphos, the Aenigmata favor the
number three through the choice of three hexameters, or multiples of three, per

34 Ausonius, trans. Evelyn White 1919, 354-355.

35 See Lowe, 2013, 338.

36 “And that you may know me for a boaster — I began these bits of verses during tiffin and
finished them before messtime, that is to say, (again).” Ausonius, trans. Evelyn White 1919,
355-357 (prologue).

37 Lowe 2013, 343-344.

38 Lowe 2013, 342.

39 Translated by Lowe 2013, 335.

40 On the question of whether the attribution symphosii refers to a person or to the locus of the
riddles, or maybe even to both (with the name’s being a pun to the latter), see Leary 2015, 1-2.
The composition is most likely to be dated to the late-fourth/early-fifth century (ibid. 4).

41 These claims might also have been influenced by Martial, who clearly influenced both the
Gryphos and the Aenigmata, see Leary 2015, 6.
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riddle.” Yet, although Symphosius’s riddles ask to be answered, one of his hab-
its distinguishes his composition from contemporary puzzle books: he renders
the solution to the riddle as its lemma. This rendering of the solution as a title
probably aimed at provoking a reaction in the reader, that is, to stimulate their
admiration for the cleverness of the composer, an intention that Ausonius’s
“riddle” seems to share.” A similar game with the audience appears to be at
play in the talmudic numerical maxims as well. The audience is first informed
about what is to come and is given a short amount of time to start thinking
about the topic on their own — just enough to be deeply impressed by the speed
with which the riddler then adds the solution. Although the members of the
audience did not have sufficient time to devise a decent solution themselves,
they could assess and determine whether the riddler was to be admired or criti-
cized, or both.

Yet, the social contexts of riddles involved not only performance, but also
the exchange of parting gifts (apophoreta) by lottery at banquets, for example.
The tickets (pittacia) may have contained a poetic description of the gift to be
received — some of Martial’s epigrams (books 13 and 14) seem to render the
content of such tickets. Sometimes, the guests also had to guess the gift based
on the description.* Petronius (56.7-10) preserves a funny version of this tradi-
tion, in which the ticket seemed to refer to a traditional gift but then turned out
to be just a pun for the real one.” In a different context, such ticket-slats were
used by pilgrims at Christian shrines to ask questions and receive oracular an-
swers.* Pittacia (xpn'o), in the sense of small, very thin wooden slats, are also
mentioned in the Talmud.” The numerical sayings on such slats could easily be
imagined as little riddling summaries of gifts, dedicatory notes, or “cheat
sheets.”

Intellectual Games

Another platform for riddles and maxims were symposia like, for example, the
one in honor of the Roman festival Saturnalia. At symposia, riddles were used in

42 For a summary of parallels between the two works, and for the reference, see Leary 2015, 5.
43 See Leary 2015, 12-13; and further Sebo 2012, 184-195, and esp. 192-195, for references to
examples of riddles with multiple or additional solutions.

44 See Leary 2015, 9.

45 See Ullman 1941.

46 See Luijendijk 2014, 49-50.

47 E.g., b. Sanh. 26a, 96b; b. Bekh. 8b; b. B. Metz. 86a; b. Sanh. 64a; b. Yoma 69b; b. Hor. 13b.
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the context of intellectual challenges. Gellius provides a nice account of the
procedure of such intellectual games:

The kinds of questions we used to discuss when spending the Saturnalia at Athens; and some
amusing sophistries and riddles.

We used to spend the Saturnalia at Athens very merrily yet temperately, not “relaxing our
minds,” as the saying is — for, as Musonius asserts, to relax the mind is like losing it — but
diverting our minds a little and relieving them by the delights of pleasant and improving
conversation. Accordingly, a number of us Romans who had come to Greece, and who at-
tended the same lectures and devoted ourselves to the same teachers, met at the same
dinner-table. Then the one who was giving the entertainment in his turn, offered as a prize
for solving a problem in the work of some old Greek or Roman writer and a crown woven
from laurel, and put to us as many questions as there were guests present. But when he
had put them all, the question which each was to discuss and the order of speaking were
determined by lot. Then, when a question was correctly answered, the reward was a
crown and a prize; if it was not correctly answered, it was passed on to the next in the al-
lotment, and this process was repeated throughout the circle. If no one could answer a
particular question, the crown was dedicated to the god in whose honour the festival was
held. Now the questions that were proposed were of this kind: an obscure saying of some
early poet, amusing rather than perplexing; some point in ancient history; the correction
of some tenet of philosophy which was commonly misinterpreted, the solution of some
sophistical catch, the investigation of a rare and unusual word, or of an obscure use of the
tense of a verb of plain meaning. (Attic Nights 18.2.1-6)

Other sources report that those who lost at such intellectual games had to drink
wine mixed with saltwater or perform sconcing (excessive drinking).* The pres-
sure seems to have been quite high, and guests are described as having resorted
to hiding notes in their garments to avoid public embarrassment.*

Although Symphosius’s riddles for the symposium have a completely dif-
ferent form than the talmudic numerical maxims, they share their outlook.
Thus, like the maxims, the Aenigmata show an “erudite concern ... with word

48 Aulus Gellius, trans. Rolfe 1927, 296-299, slightly adapted. In the sequel, Gellius offers
seven such questions.

49 Leary 2015, 10 and n. 72 for references.

50 E.g., Lucian, On Salaried Posts, 27. The term used for “note” here is ypoappatidia, “small
tablet,” “memorandum,”; see Liddell/Scott 1968, s.v. ypappdteidiov. Since such games could
challenge the integrity of guests, Suetonius writes approvingly of Ceasar Augustus, “He gave
dinner parties frequently, but they were always formal and showed great regard for social
status and the individuals concerned. [...] For he would encourage the silent or those who
talked quietly to share in the general conversation. He would intersperse entertainments and
actors or even street-players from the circus and more frequently story-tellers” (Vita divi Augus-
ti 74). Translation follows Suetonius, trans. Wardle 2014, 68.
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play and etymology, their literary debts and the astronomical, mythological,
geographical, medicinal and botanical knowledge they display.” The numeri-
cal sayings in the Talmud could, in fact, have started out as riddles in need of
completion by attendees at a symposium. We could even imagine a die involved
in the determination of the number of items to be enumerated. Throughout late
antiquity, not only dinner parties occasioned by festivals, but also gatherings
more generally, could serve as platforms for agonistic displays of knowledge,
whether anticipated or spontaneously.* Philostratus (2nd to 3rd century CE), for
example, “describes a sympotic group known as the Klepsydrion (the ‘water-
clock group’), a selection of ten “star pupils” who would gather to listen to
Herodes Atticus offer his interpretations of 100 lines of poetry during a period
limited by a water-clock.”

The skolion — or variants thereof — is a noteworthy game that can quite eas-
ily be imagined having stimulated numerical verses. The meaning of the term
skolion is not entirely clear, but it has been related to both okoAtog, “crooked,”
and &VokoAog/BuokoAia, which could refer to “difficult” as well as “riddling.”*
The tenth-century Byzantine encyclopedia Suda notes the following about the
skolion game: “Skolion: the drinking song, as Dicaearchus says in his On Musical
Contests, because there were three types of songs: one was sung by all, another
by each person one after the other, a third by the most educated since the order
was random. It is called skolion (because of the order).”” The second and third
variant of this game seem to be the most interesting for the present purpose,
since the song was composed on the spot by the symposiasts, who took turns,
each trying to cap the previous contribution. Thus, we can imagine a game like
the skolion — maybe sung, maybe not — being started with someone calling “x
‘things’ that do/are...”. Participants were challenged to think of a suitable
“thing” until the number x was completed. A servant or student may have been
instructed to write noteworthy outcomes down. Imagined as such a skolion
game, a numerical maxim may have come about like this (talmudic text in ital-
ics):

51 Leary 2015, 12. On the encyclopedic outlook of Macrobius’s symposiac work, see Olmos
2012.

52 Krasser 2019, 159-160, traces the emergence of the literary agon back to the early Empire.
See also Krasser 2005, 374.

53 Lives of the Sophists, 2.10, 585-586; see Konig 2012, 16.

54 See Collins 2004.

55 Collins 2004. Indeed, the fact that the song was composed spontaneously obviously con-
tributed to its being crooked (Scholia Aristoph., Wasps, 1222).
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The gamemaster calls the game: “Three whom the Holy One, Blessed Be He, proclaims every
day:”

First participant (who happened to be a bachelor): The bachelor who walks around in a city
and does not sin! (Laughter in the audience and cheers.)

Second participant, sitting right next to him (a first-time attendee who was invited spon-
taneously upon returning the host’s missing lamb): The poor person who returns a lost item
to its owner! (People clap, one calls out the host and shouts, “Give him money!”)

Third person in the row: The rich person who tithes his produce in secret! (Awkward silence
until someone says: “Wow, you just spoiled your proclamation in heaven!” Laughter.)

Similar contexts can be imagined for the following two rounds of the game.
Since someone had been assigned to record the answers, the playful setting
produced a total of three clever maxims. These are the other two:

Three [whom] the Holy One, Blessed Be He, loves: The one who does not get angry; the
one who does not get drunk; and the one who does not insist in his principles.

Three [whom] the Holy One, Blessed Be He, hates: The one who says something different
with his mouth and something different in his heart; the one who knows of evidence in fa-
vor of his friend and does not testify on his behalf; the one who sees something shameful
in his friend and testifies alone against him. (b. Pesah. 113a/b)

Athenaeus describes a game called gryphos (ypipog), perhaps the one that in-
spired the title of Ausonius’s poem. It was yet another game designed to test the
knowledge and grammatical aptitude of the guests. Like the skolion, the gryphos
could take different forms. It could request that participants name words start-
ing with, or omitting, a given letter; that they would find names that did or did
not contain the name of a particular or any god; or to state words starting or
ending with a given syllable. Yet, a gryphos could also be a quiz testing the
player’s versatility in adapting meter, answering questions about literature or
grammar, or solving riddles.”® Here, we could again imagine that contestants
had to enumerate a requested number of “things” that do/are a certain some-
thing.

In sum, we see that a lot of learned and creative work was going on at din-
ner parties or in intellectual associations such as the Klepsydrion. It seems not
unwarranted to place the talmudic numerical maxims within the setting of a
banquet or gathering. Not only is their scope very broad, covering all kinds of
topics that may come up on such occasions and by different people, but they
also build on each other, taking a starting point and evolving from there.

56 See Luz 2010, 139-146, for a discussion and examples.



202 —— Monika Amsler

A Playful Talmud?

As I argue elsewhere at some length, the Talmud is arranged like a symposiac
work, that is, it presents the listener/reader with a symposiac setting into which
they are drawn as silent (or not-so-silent) participants.” The intellectual activity
of discussion and argument-building, the presentation of knowledge, and en-
gagement with the insights of others is thereby placed at the center and set
before the audience as a model for imitation. While the Talmud does not de-
scribe the gatherings that led to the composition of its content, it arranges the
output of these gatherings, some of which was probably produced for or within
symposiac settings, into an impeccable rhetorical discussion. Similarly, alt-
hough the rabbinic movement is best explained as having emerged from orga-
nized associations that gradually became more uniform and institutionalized,
we find only implicit evidence for such structures in the writings they left to
posterity.*®

The Mesopotamian plain was heavily influenced by Greco-Roman customs,
due to its proximity and fluid border lines, but also on account of prior Seleucid
rule. There is not, however, much archaeological proof of Judean life in Sasanid
Mesopotamia. Arguments for symposiac and collective activity derived from the
Greco-Roman context are corroborated by the fact that, from the first century
onwards, there is increasing physical evidence for communal dining in syna-
gogues, which, for this purpose, provided a kitchen and a triclinium.”® “(M)eals,”
Lee I. Levine concludes, “were a familiar feature of ancient synagogue life. This
was true of the diaspora as well as Palestine, and throughout all of Late Antiqui-
ty.”*® Moreover, as Gil Klein has pointed out, the architecture of a dining room,
whether furnished in the old-fashioned Greek style (andron), which seated peo-
ple against the walls of a square room, leaving an “arena-like structure with a

57 See Amsler (forthcoming), chapter 1.

58 See Lapin 2012, esp. 64-97.

59 See Williams 2013, 165, and further references there. Persian or “oriental” symposiac tradi-
tions have been discussed by Burkert 1991; Eliav 2015, 165-172, albeit with a focus on the
purported lavish aspects of symposia. In the wake of a general rectification of the economic
system in late antiquity that focuses on the actual working force of society, i.e., the craftsmen,
who organized themselves in associations, the elitist focus on the banquet needs to change as
well: Not everyone, and not all associations, had the means to sponsor lavish meals. But such
festivities nonetheless remained important for cohesion and trust within the group; see
Venticinque 2016, esp. 99-132.

60 Levine 2005, 394, and see further 316-319 for references (mostly) from the Palestinian
Talmud to such practices.
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defined empty space at the center,” or in the manner of the Roman triclinium,
with its three couches facing each other in “a Pi-shaped (II) arrangement,”
seems suited for rabbinic Torah study.® Given the Persian habit of using pillows
rather than fixed furniture, one can imagine more flexible structures that would
have been equally supportive of joint discussion, study, and intellectual
games.*

There is, however, only rare, if distinct, evidence for sympotic activity
among members of the rabbinic association. As Philip A. Harland and David
Instone-Brewer have discussed, the structures of associations manifest them-
selves mostly in the organization of festive meals (pre-registration, seclusion) or
distinct vocabulary with which fellow associates are addressed (e.g., chaver,
colleague, associate).®® Harland is certainly right that the talmudic discussion of
certain passages from the Mishna show that measures suggested by the earlier
work were no longer relevant. In other talmudic passages, however, we find that
similar rulings were still issued in talmudic times. The order in which people
should wash their hands at banquets, say grace, and open the meal, for exam-
ple, is an issue of discussion (b. Ber. 46b—47a). Scattered clues describe occa-
sions that could possibly give rise to a banquet: if a colleague recovered from a
disease (b. Ber. 46a), if a student completed the study of a mishnaic tractate (b.
Shabb. 118b-119a), or simply if one wanted to invite colleagues (b. Git. 55a).%
Talmudic texts, therefore, clearly associate the banquet with the context of
learning and other learned men with whom they shared tight bonds. Not sur-
prisingly, then, the Talmud also cites a critique of those who abandon study in
favor of banquets (b. Shabb. 151b).

Wine was clearly used to stimulate productivity and to turn gatherings into
even more enjoyable moments. At least one story finds it quite feasible that a
teacher would get so drunk with his students that, after their meeting, they
needed a cure for their intoxication (b. Shabb. 66b).® Thus, whether the numer-
ical maxims in question originated in Palestine or Babylonia, it remains feasible
that at least some of them were the product of games played at leisurely gather-
ings in a private dining room between teachers and students or among equals,
or that they resulted from officially organized dinners according to the habits of

61 Klein 2012, 332.

62 On Persian interior furnishing, see Simpson 2015, 15.

63 See Harland/Instone-Brewer 2008. It is interesting to note here that agricultural managers
in Kellis refer to their fellow managers as “brothers” (adelphoi); see Bagnall/Hope 1997, 70.

64 The Aramaic terms for festive days or banquets are xav xni' and XxnTivo.

65 Knowledge about wine was quite substantial (e.g., b. Git. 70a), although Babylonia seems
to have favored beer; see Rosenblum 2020, esp. 180-182.
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associations. Games, it has been amply pointed out, contributed, and continue
to contribute, to the stability and cohesion of societies in general and of smaller
groups.®

Late antiquity perceived learning and playing games or adulthood and play-
ing as much less of a dichotomy than they appear today.®” Even physical games
or games with objects such as ball games, wrestling, hide-and-seek, or knuckle-
bones remained a part of adult entertainment.®® Like physical games, intellectu-
al games were an occasion to divert the mind, to show off, and build social rep-
utation with wit and knowledge.® Such games caused people to be prepared
with a stock of maxims, riddles, and jokes, which thus travelled widely. A wall
in Pompeii apparently prompted the guests of the house to write something
memorable — a sort of an intellectual guest book.”” Much more than a serious
activity like, for example, the creation of a teacher for his students, the numeri-
cal maxims may have risen out of such playful contexts or were crafted in prep-
aration for them. They have the potential to display the erudition of their author
by combining quick-wittedness with common knowledge. Additionally, the
structure reveals also certain algorithmic competences and insights. These will
be the subject of the next section.

3 Intellectual Mannerism: Numerology

In the Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic, and Syriac alphabets, letters also carried nu-
merical values. Consequently, the semantic and numeric value of letters were
intrinsically entwined: words could also be read as numbers. This implied that,
“People who were literate were as a rule also numerate,” which, to some extent,
included their ability “to perform the basic arithmetical operations.”” This
seems even more true for people who used the talmudic numerical system,

66 See Schwartz 2010, 641-642, and further references there.

67 Although in many ways outdated and racist, the work of Ariés 1996, 60-97, demonstrates
this quite nicely.

68 On such physical games in and out of rabbinic literature, see the overview article by
Schwartz 2010.

69 Similarly, lighthearted games of divination are a more recent appropriation, dating to the
end of the fifteenth century. In late antiquity, they are used as an earnest means for finding
answers to pressing questions; see Luijendijk 2014, 8 and n. 31.

70 See Benefiel 2012, 68.

71 Cuomo 1998, 46. Mathematical knowledge pops up repeatedly for exegetical purposes (48—
51). On the simultaneous study of letters and numbers, see, further, Cribiore 2001, 181.
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which, after reaching 400 with the last letter (tav), combines numbers to move
beyond 400, thereby imposing arithmetic competences (e.g., 500 = 400 + 100).
Playful or strategic ciphers alike were often based on the exchange of letters
that together added up to a certain number.”

The people who composed the talmudic maxims under discussion may have
enjoyed an education that went beyond the stage of basic alphabetization and
“numeralization.” Advanced education, however, did not diminish the sense of
an intrinsic connection between the numeric and semantic value of letters. To
the contrary: the more advanced students were, the more they became aware of
these conflating values. The engagement with the subject was prevalent
throughout late antiquity: numerology was not a distinct, liminal theory, but a
broad one, applicable to many different subjects. The virtue of a “broader ex-
planation” renders such theories likely to enter the common sense of their
time.”

This sweeping persuasiveness of numerical structures is also confirmed by
Latin authors, whose numerical system involved only, or, rather, precisely,
seven letters. The importance of numbers in the writings of Roman authors is
mostly due to the prevalence of Stoic thought among the Roman elite because of
its emphasis on public and private duty.” In Stoic thought, numbers constitute
the most fundamental “bricks of the universe,” since not even a god can change
the fact that 2 x 10 equals 20.” Ausonius had made the connection between
number and his physical surroundings (“nature” in the modern paradigm), but
also between number and language, the subject of his Riddle of the Number
Three. Other authors also used such numerical arrangements, but in less obvi-
ous ways. Symmachus, the recipient of Ausonius’s riddle, seems to have in-
tended to compose a seven-book letter collection.”® Therein, he may have fol-
lowed Varro’s example of the Hebdomades, a collection of 700 painted portraits
of famous people, each appended with an epigram.” Varro, in fact, wrote a
now-lost treatise entitled On the Beginnings of Numbers (De principiis numero-
rum). Ausonius refers to this work in his introduction as among the things “the
uninitiated herd wots not of.””® In an epitome of the introduction to the Heb-
domades preserved in Gellius’s Attic Nights, Varro highlights the importance of

72 Paz/Weiss, 2015.

73 Lehoux 2012, 176-199, esp. 192.

74 Beagon 1992, 27.

75 Beagon1992,29n.7.

76 Sogno 2017, esp. 181-182.

77 Salzman 2018, 92-93, and see Pliny, NH 35, 2.11.
78 Ausonius, trans. Evelyn White 1919, 356-357.
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the number seven in cosmological correlations, down to human gestation peri-
ods and critical days in the course of a disease.” Along with similar cosmologi-
cal information, scholars have also observed numerical arrangements within
talmudic lists of arguments or as underlying literary devices.®® The privileged
numbers are mostly congruent with those used in the numerical maxims, name-
ly three, four, five, seven, ten, and fourteen (i.e., 2x7).

Exegetes used numerology to interpret numbers in their base texts, be they
the Bible or Plato. Philo of Alexandria, for instance, employed it to explain un-
derlying numerical structures in the Bible. For him, the method is so evident
that he thinks Moses must have used it, too:

They [the animals permitted for consumption according to Deut. 14:4] are the calf, the
lamb, the kid, the hart, the gazelle, the buffalo, the wild goat, the pygarg, the antelope,
and the giraffe, ten in all. For as he [Moses] always adhered to the principle of numerical
science (&plOpnTIkig Bewplag), which he knew by close observance to be a paramount fac-
tor in all that exists, he never enacted any law great or small without calling to his aid and
as it were accommodating in his enactment its appropriate number. But from all the num-
bers from the unit (povadog) upwards ten is the most perfect, and, as Moses says, most ho-
ly and sacred, and with this he seals his list of clean animals when he wishes to appoint
them for the use of members of his commonwealth. (On Special Laws 4.18)%!

In other instances, Philo used numerology to interpret actual numbers that
appear in the text, such as the seven days of creation, the forty days of the flood,
and so on.* This concern was also shared by Christian exegetes such as Augus-
tine and the Syriac author Gabriel Qatraya.®® The latter wrote a commentary on
the Liturgical Offices (around 600 CE in present-day Qatar) in which he made
use of Pythagoras’s number science to explain the perfect creation by the per-
fect creator:®

79 Attic Nights 3.10, 1-17. Similarly, see Macrobius in his commentary on the Dream of Scipio;
see Lehoux 2012, 190-191.

80 See Simon-Shoshan 2008, and, on numerical structures, e.g., Jacobs 1983; Pasternak/Yona
2017; Valler 1995. A hemerology preserved in tractate Shabbat 129b is a good example of the
correlation between a particular action and the auspiciousness of the day as a number in the
week or the month (e.g., On the first day of the week do not do X). A section on astrology in b.
Shabb. 156a-b is obviously crafted around the numbers seven and three; see Rubenstein 2007,
118.

81 Philo, trans. Colson 1939, 70-73.

82 See Cuomo 2001, 180-181, and 250.

83 E.g., Augustine De doctrina christiana 2.16.25, and Cuomo 2001, 251-254.

84 Brock 2014, 155.
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He defines everything by number, and by means of certain numerical symbols he used to
transmit the mystery/secret of his teaching to his disciples ... He handed down that the
number one is the equivalent of the Maker, whom he in truth confesses as being one. The
number two (symbolizes) matter, and three species, and four the elements, providing four
equivalents. And just as the numbers 1, 2, 3 and 4 make up the number 10, so, by the pow-
er of the Creator, who is one in the simplicity of his nature, this whole world came into be-
ing with the number of the elements and the (full) number of its natural constituents (lit.
natures), bearing the equivalence of the perfect number of ten.®

Pythagorean ideas similarly seem to have influenced rabbinic hermeneutics,
which, although revolving around the most frequently used numbers in the
Hebrew Bible, become increasingly conscious of their mathematical qualities.
The analysis of the numerical value of words (Gematria/Isopsephy) and number
symbolism ultimately became part of the catalogue of the thirty-two hermeneu-
tic rules by Rabbi Jose the Galilean.®

The reason behind this preoccupation with numbers was not just the entan-
glement of number and letter. Rather, these authors drew on a concept of num-
bers that differed considerably from the modern one, which treats numbers
exclusively as quantitative entities.’” For late-antique mathematicians such as
Boethius, Nikomachos of Gerasa, Philoponos, and Neoplatonist thinkers, by
contrast, numbers were compounds of units adding up to even or uneven num-
bers.® In this system, three was considered to be the first actual number, since
one (the monad) is not a composite, and two (the dyad) is a composite of two
monades.®’ The resulting quantitative numbers were seen as only the reflection
of the intelligible numbers through which “the One”/God created the world.*®
They are therefore inherent in the creation, just like the four seasons, the five
elements (including ether), or the seven vowels and planets (the latter number
including the sun and the moon). Ten was considered the perfect number be-

85 Brock 2014, 162. Brock further notes that, “A Discourse by Pythagoras and a collection of
his sayings in Syriac translations are known from other sources, but Gabriel must have derived
this information from somewhere different” Brock 2014, 162).

86 See Executive Committee of the Editorial Board/Levias 1906.

87 See Heilmann 2007, 140.

88 See Heilmann 2007, 130-131.

89 See Heilmann 2007, 134. Moreover, in Pythagorean thought, the dyad was considered to be
a number that challenged the uniqueness and goodness of “the One”; see Kate Hobgood (un-
dated), Pythagoras and the Mystery of Numbers, accessed under http://jwilson.coe.uga.edu/
EMAT6680Fa06/Hobgood/Pythagoras.html, February 6, 2023.

90 Heilmann 2007, 136-137, 140. The most direct reflection of these intelligible numbers was
considered to be the soul, which is why the study of the quadrivium begins with an examina-
tion of the soul (Heilmann 2007, 143).
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cause 4+3+2+1=10."' More individual interpretations were also possible. Thus,
Iamblichus described the number five as the fulcrum of a balance, with num-
bers 1-4 on one side and numbers 69 on the other.*? Julius Africanus extols the
numbers 6 and 4.” Africanus further used pentagons, and probably also hexa-
gons, with pictures and musical notations, from which one could infer ingredi-
ents for his medical recipes.” Here, geometry and harmony are distinctly linked
to therapy. Late-ancient mathematics was essentially a study in the “harmonic
faculty” of the cosmos.”

These considerations shed a different light on the use of numbers in the
numerical maxims under investigation. The numbers were likely used not just
for enumeration or summary; they also point to an intrinsic connection between
the threes, fives, eights, and so on. Organizing principles according to number
instead of subject can be observed in compilations of sayings such as Mishna
tractate Avot or the Pirqa de-Rabbenu ha-Qadosh.*® The categorization accord-
ing to number reveals the cosmological connection of and between these sub-
jects, just as do the threes in Ausonius’s Riddle.

4 Essential Factors: Space and Leisure

I would like to end this paper about factors that may have contributed to the
creation of numerical maxims now found in the Talmud by considering first the
geographical, and finally the temporal space in which adult learning took place.
This will provide a platform to address issues connected to learning that will
further help situate the numerical maxims within a learning culture that was, in
many ways, different from ours. For example, we tend to focus on the urban
space as the driving force behind intellectual creativity. Surely, we reason, the
density of intellectuals in a city provided more opportunities to network and to
increase the audience for one’s ideas.” Just because cities hosted some famous

91 See Hunger 1978, 222-223.

92 Theologia Arithmetica 35.6ff; see Cuomo 2001, 254 n. 19.

93 See Cesti 24-25.

94 See Africanus, trans. Wallraff/Scardino/Mecella/Guignard/Adler 2012, XXX-XXXI. For exam-
ples of such recipes see, e.g., F12, 45, Seventh Cestus or F12, 5, Seventh Cestus.

95 See Nathan Sidoli 2014, 17 n. 8.

96 See Executive Committee of the Editorial Board/Levias 1906, “Numbers and Numerals;”
and Olszowy-Schlanger 2014, respectively.

97 See Stenger 2019, 6-11.
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schools, however, does not mean that the countryside was inhabited by illit-
erate ignoramuses.”® Recent excavations in rural Egypt, for example, have
pointed to a rich culture of learning.®® Rather than as a peripheral space where,
occasionally and rather accidentally, a bit of learning occurred or a piece of
knowledge ended up, I suggest seeing the countryside as an equal partner in
knowledge production. This approach can be justified if we look, for example,
at mathematics.

Contrary to ancient mathematics, which appears primarily theoretical, late-
antique mathematics becomes mostly feasible to us as implemented: sophisti-
cated bookkeeping records from big estates attest to the work of meticulous
accountants; complicated tax systems necessitated land surveyors who were
well-versed in geometry, as they measured, counted, calculated, and projected
the harvest.'® Mathematical capability was clearly needed in the countryside,
by owners of estates but even more so by those whom they employed, and by
self-employed farmers and craftsmen. The mathematics used in the Talmud
similarly exhibits applied mathematical knowledge that draws mostly from
planimetry, stereometry, and (applied) arithmetic operation.’® No matter where
we situate the rabbinic scholars in Babylonia, whether in the megalopolis of the
Sasanid capital Ctesiphon (Mahoza), in smaller towns such as Sura or Pumbedi-
ta, or in one of the above-mentioned villages, they had to be in a position to
carry out appropriate mathematical operations. This was probably even more
true in rural areas, since it was harder to procure a specialist.

98 This idea seems to have been imported into the study of history via its conflation with
anthropology and a distinct evolutionary paradigm of civilization. Cohn 1980, 203-205, points
to a way of analyzing areas starting in the 1930s that framed the indigenuous village as a
primordial “bound entity” vis-a-vis the modern and progressive city. “The village was not only
the site of ‘the before’ in terms of its ‘backwardness,” but the assumed locus of the traditional
civilization, practices and beliefs” (Cohn 1980, 205).

99 E.g., Kellis in the Dakhleh Oasis or Tebtunis; see Bagnall 2018 and Hanson 2005, respective-
ly. Many of the highly sophisticated papyri collected under the name of Papyri Graecae Magi-
cae have similarly been found in rural spaces.

100 See Serafina Cuomo 2001, 212-218; for an example, see Rathbone 1991, 331-369.

101 Zuckermann 1878, 1. He further mentions that the decimal system is referred to in b. Bekh.
60a, and that b. Naz. 8b and b. B. Bat. 164b mention several geometrical figures also by their
arithmetical value (idem. 1n1). Other examples include b. Pesah. 109a/b (the space people need
in the sukka) or b. Eruv. 14a (Pi). The most exhaustive treatment of the issue is still Zucker-
mann. Feldman 1913, relies heavily on Zuckermann. The subject would benefit from a more
exhaustive research project in conversation with recent work on late-antique mathematics.

102 These villages often appear in connection to names, i.e., “Ravin from Nares” or “Rav Aha
from Difti” (both in b. Git. 69b). Aharon Oppenheimer attempted to locate these places on the
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The Talmud also participates in what might be termed “literary mathemat-
ics,” that is, riddles describing a mathematical problem cast in “fictional situa-
tions” that were either “historical, mythological, or just everyday.”® Some of
these types of mathematical riddles, which may be “attributed to the fourth-
century grammarian Metrodorus,” have been collected in the Palatine (or Greek
Anthology).* Here are two examples:

Croesus the king dedicated six bowls weighing six minae [= 600 drachms] each one
drachm heavier than the other.
Solution: The weight of the first is 97 1/2 drachm, and so on.!®

Demochares lived for a quarter of his whole life as a boy, for a fifth part of it as a young
man, and for a third as a man, and when he reached grey old age, he lived thirteen years
more on the threshold of eld.

Solution: He lived 15 years as a boy, 12 as a young man, 20 as a man, and 13 years as an old
man; in all 60.1°

The Talmud preserves similar problems that were adapted to the talmudic world
and its protagonists."” For the less trained eye, they are not recognizable as
mathematical riddles, but, rather, appear as puzzling, exaggerated stories, like
the following example:

Rav Pappa and Rav Huna the son of Rav Joshua once dined together, and Rav Pappa ate 4
times as much as Rav Huna .... On another occasion Rav Huna and Ravina dined together,
and Ravina ate 8 times as much as Rav Huna. Then, said Rav Huna: “I would rather dine
with 100 people like R. Pappa than with one Ravina.” (b. Pesah. 89b)'%

Solution: After dining with 100 other guests eating like Rav Pappa, Huna and the other
guests are charged for 401 helpings. Since there are 101 guests with Rav Huna, each one
pays for 401/101. When dining with Ravina, Rav Huna’s share costs 9/2.1%°

Mesopotamian map. According to him, Nares may be located in the “hilly district” southeast of
Sura, while he was unable to identify Difti/Difte; see Aharon Oppenheimer 1983, 264, with map
on 549, and 113 and esp. n. 12, respectively.

103 Cuomo 2001, 245.

104 See Cuomo 2001, 245.

105 Translated by Paton 1918, 33.

106 Translated by Paton 1918, 95.

107 E.g., inb. Avod. Zar. 9b, the instructions on how to calculate the Sabbatical year (attribut-
ed to R. Huna, son of R. Joshua); see Zuckermann 1878, 62-63, or Feldman 1931, 20, for more
examples.

108 Translation follows Feldman 1931, 20.

109 See Zuckermann 1878, 50.
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These mathematical problems may, again, have served as entertainment or for
teaching purposes and maybe both, although it does not seem that teachers
were concerned about the entertaining factor of their teaching. Much like the
riddles, which these mathematical problems in fact are, the problems appear to
have been used to intellectually challenge other learned men while also enjoy-
ing a decent meal together.

Placed in this setting, the following somewhat puzzling story appears to be
a tricky mathematical riddle, which starts considerably easy with comparison
and estimation and ends with a complicated punch line:

Said Rabbi Yohanan, “Rabbi Ishmael the son of Yose’s member was like a wineskin of
nine kav [approximately five gallons|; Rabbi Elazar the son of Rabbi Shimon’s member
was like a wineskin of seven kav.” Rav Pappa said, “Rabbi Yohanan’s member was like a
wineskin of three kav.” And there are those who say: like a wineskin of five kav. Rav Pap-
pa himself had a member which was like the baskets of Hipparenum. (b. B. Metz. 84b)"°

The first two statements about the size of Rabbi Ishmael and Rabbi Elazar’s
member suggest that the member of the next Rabbi is again two kav smaller,
which would result in five kav for Rabbi Yohanan’s member. Alternatively, it
may be four kav smaller since the decrease might double from member to mem-
ber. This would result in three kav for Rabbi Yohanan’s member. Both answers
seem valid according to the solutions attributed to Rav Pappa and “others.”
After this tricky but still considerably easy start, the puzzle ventures into geom-
etry. The volume of Rav Pappa’s member must be calculated based on the radi-
us of the basket. The radius needs to be squared, then multiplied by the height
of the basket and the result again multiplied by Pi. Pi appears with the value of
3.0 in rabbinic literature, and the radius of the particular “basket of Hip-
pareneum” is not rendered here but might have been common knowledge.™

Life in the countryside was busy, but it was also less disturbed by regular
social performances and obligations than life in the city. It thus offered the nec-
essary peace and quiet for intellectual productivity, but also other forms of en-
tertainment. Martial muses somewhat romanticizing:

Could but you and I, dear Martialis, enjoy carefree days [tempus otiosum] and dispose our
time in idleness, and both alike have leisure for true living, we should know nothing of
the halls and mansions of the mighty, nor sour lawsuits and the gloomy Forum, nor
haughty deathmasks: but riding, chatting, books, the Field, the colonnade, the shade, the

110 Translation follows Boyarin 2009, 182.
111 On the use of Pi in rabbinic literature, see Zuckermann 1878, 23; Feldman 1931, 22-23.
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Virgin [aqueduct], the baths—these should be our daily haunts, these our labors (Martial,
Epigrams 5.20).1"?

Reference to spare time or leisure in late-antique sources does not, of course,
imply the daily intervals of work and leisure to which post-industrial human
beings are accustomed. Rather, the Latin otium (free time/leisure) and its oppo-
site, negotium (busyness), alternated in longer intervals. Rainy seasons and
winter, for example, caused otium.'"> The life of intellectuals and passionate
literati was organized according to these intervals: “Since leisure was a prereq-
uisite for literary interests, whether active or passive, men like Cicero waited for
the time and place when the Roman conscience could relax. It could be a na-
tional holiday, or springtime in Campania, or high summer in the Alban hills —
when the Senate and courts are adjourned, and gentlemen have settled into
their villas, bringing their secretaries and readers, and perhaps a visiting phi-
losopher, to keep them company.”™ Similarly, Aulus Gellius wrote in the intro-
duction to his work, “And since, as I have said, I began to amuse myself by as-
sembling these notes during the long winter nights which I spent on a country-place
in the land of Attica, I have therefore given them the title of Attic Nights.”" This
quote from Gellius completes the above list of possible leisure by adding a season
(winter) and a particular time of the day (the night) as otium. Gellius is quite con-
sistent with his emphasis on nights and writes elsewhere that, after having
bought a number of books, he “ran through all of them hastily in the course of the
next two nights (9.4.3).”" Late-antique schools in Mesopotamia, both Judean
and Christian, similarly profited from times freed of labor and engaged with
students seasonally, a month in winter and a month in summer."”

Of course, rich people could afford to engage in recreation in a manner that
may be described in the modern sense as “leisure,” in that it established “a
feeling of freedom and pleasure by formulating a sense of choice and desire.”"®
Considering the importance of education in the social life of late antiquity, but

112 Martial, trans. Shackleton Bailey 1993, 346—347.

113 See Macrobius, Saturnalia V1.12; or Gellius, Attic Nights, Praef. 10. The Aramaic term usu-
ally translated with “to idle” (702) refers similarly not to voluntary idling, but to the opposite of
busyness; see Sokoloff 2002, s.v. 702(3). “Idlers” (117021) stand at the marketplace and wait for
somebody to give them a job; see, e.g., b. Pesah. 51b and 55a; b. Ber. 17b; b. Ta’an. 29b; and b.
B. Metz. 32h.

114 Fantham 1996, 41.

115 From the preface of Aulus Gellius, trans. Rolfe 1927), xxvii, emphasis mine.

116 Gellius, trans. Rolfe 1927, 163.

117 See Goodblatt 1975, 164.

118 Toner 1995, 17.
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also the entertaining quality attributed to it, spending one’s free time studying
books was to a certain extent also imperative. This imperative to know, together
with the limited amount of time available for this purpose, contributed to the
time’s preference for short and condensed texts such as handy summaries. The
latter were much appreciated gifts since they spared laborious research.'

Different ethical aspirations were attached to how one spent free time and
even eventually became decisive for the term’s mainly negative connotation in the
middle ages.”® The cenobite monks, for example, interpreted acedia (“sloth”) to
be equal to the “noontide demon of the Psalms [Ps. 91:5-6], which attacked the
cenobites most frequently between the hours of ten and two.”™ At the same time
the sun reaches its zenith, the monk’s spirit is at its weakest, and he is most likely
to do nothing, to become careless, indifferent. Acedia was therefore considered a
sin among the monks.'” Similarly, the Talmud assigns times and even periods to
demons, during which people should not go out and, in fact, should stay at
home.' Moreover, the distinction between otium and negotium is captured with
Torah study on the one hand and public obligation and “action” (derekh erets and
ma’aseh) on the other.” The numerical maxims under discussion were mostly the
product of otium/Torah: As the result of time spent with friends and family, asso-
ciates, or even strangers they were conceived in the dining room of a private
house, the synagogue, or even the marketplace.'®

5 Conclusion

This brief investigation into the factors responsible for the generation and con-
struction of the numerical maxims scattered over the Talmud has essentially
shown that learning itself, as well as the occasions for implementing
knowledge, was multi-faceted. Although a clear-cut division between otium and

119 E.g., The Birthday Book, a summary of the astrology of the time by Censorinus, which he
offered to Quintus Carellius on his, well, birthday.

120 Fischler 2001, 178.

121 Kuhn 1976, 43.

122 Kuhn 1976, 43-45.

123 See Harari 2017, 395-396.

124 Klein 2012, 359-362.

125 As Gil Klein noted regarding the relationship between the road and the triclinium: “This
pair [road/triclinium] represents the divide separating inside and outside, private and public,
academy and city, but also functions as a contact zone where insiders and outsiders, house-
hold members and guests, sages and commoners may meet,” Klein 2012, 362.
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negotium was (and is) not possible, the framing of talmudic texts as the product
of leisure gives some liberty to juggle the material and move its formation be-
yond the study house and into the dining hall of the synagogue or a villa. Con-
versely, we may also start thinking of the study house as a place that could turn
into a location for a banquet.'*

Knowledge production needs incentives. In the case of the numerical max-
ims, these were the popularity of small significant units such as maxims and
sayings and the social approval gained for outstanding performance, whether
smart, witty, sharp, or wise. The maxims could serve all these functions, de-
pending on their content, and they were always attractive due to their organiza-
tion around numbers. The construction of these maxims needed participants,
occasion, location, time, and material. The content of the maxims is so varied
that everybody was able to compose them or at least to contributed to its con-
struction by adding one or more elements. Occasions that may have stirred
people to compose such maxims may have been public performances, games,
the production of witty gift tags or dedications, or even the empty space on
public walls.

Locations would have been the above-mentioned dining hall, the syna-
gogue, the study house, or the marketplace, that is, places in which people
celebrated or gathered for entertainment. I concluded that entertainment that
engaged the attendees, rather than professional entertainers, was more likely to
have produced numerical maxims, especially in rural settings. The time when
some of these maxims were composed were times reserved for study, when the
hustle and bustle of the busy times came to a halt: the night, winter and sum-
mer, the Sabbath, the holidays. Others may have emerged just because of the
creative hustle and bustle, especially when we think of graffiti. As suitable ma-
terial support served the already-mentioned wall, small leaf tablets (pitta-
cia/Rpn'o) or ostraca. Memory may have helped in the composition of these
maxims, although retaining more than one maxim per finger or several numeri-
cal maxims on the same subject may have been confusing. Moreover, ancient
mnemotechnical theory does not build on numbers but on places.'”

The maxims’ mnemotechnical value is only brought forward in the way the
Talmud presents them associatively during a symposiac discussion. By so do-
ing, the composers of the Talmud naturalize these crafty little units while actu-
ally repurposing them.

126 This approach ties in with recent suggestions to think of a “study city” instead of a study
house (Klein 2012, 341) or a “marketplace of ... education” (Marks 2021, 307).
127 Small 1997, 83.
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Lillian I. Larsen

Re-scaffolding a ‘Missing Chapter’

Abstract: The interpretive scaffolding that supports caricatured discussions of
monasticism in Henri-Irénée Marrou’s History of Ancient Education (Rappe 2001;
cf. Marrrou 1956), richly elucidates Vincent Wimbush’s assessment that “all
historical interpretive efforts ... their methods and approaches illuminate some
things, cast shadows over others ... they foreground some things, render into the
background certain others” (Wimbush 1997, 1). Ironically, however, it is Mar-
rou’s History that simultaneously supplies a pedagogical toolkit to re-scaffold
his interpretive efforts. Re-directing Marrou’s methods and approaches, the
present essay mines the rich interpretive shadows shaped by larger-than-life
caricature. After identifying the foundational fissures that destabilize Marrou’s
“totalizing narrative” (Too 2001), it re-reads Marrou’s pedagogical blueprints, so
as to more securely re-assemble his evidentiary building blocks. The aim is not
solely to re-scaffold what has been named a “missing chapter” in the history of
education (Rappe 2001), but also to re-write what remains a missing chapter in
the history of monasticism.

1 Introduction

Henri-Irénée Marrou’s History of Education in Antiquity, introduces discussion of
“the monastic school in the East” with the premise that the earliest monks
would have received “a kind of training that was ascetic and moral, spiritual

Thanks to Dr. Monika Amsler for the invitation to present at the ‘Knowledge Construction’
workshop, from which this volume derives. Thanks, likewise, to Prof. Hayim Lapin and the
Meyerhoff Center for Jewish Studies at University of Maryland, College Park, for their generosi-
ty in hosting this venture. Over the course of two days of rich conversation, engagement with
each of the conference participants was truly a delight. The more explicit response offered by
Dr. Daniel Picus was, likewise, joyfully generative.

@ Open Access. © 2023 Lillian 1. Larsen, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111010311-009
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rather than intellectual.”* By selectively parsing an otherwise rich evidentiary
base, his mid-twentieth century analysis names rejection of “intellectual” pur-
suits “one of the most characteristic features of ‘Eastern’ monasticism.”? More
explicitly, Marrou asserts that a “fundamental feature of Eastern monasticism”
was its emphasis not on “learning ... [but] forgetting ... poetry and secular
knowledge.”?

In recent examination of the “influence of French colonial humanism on the
study of late antiquity,”” Thomas Hunt demonstrates that Marrou’s assessments
are not unlike those readily encountered across a broader mid twentieth-
century landscape.’ The present essay documents the degree to which the sub-
sequent geo-textual trajectory of Marrou’s work has, in turn, rendered these
assertions singularly influential.® First published in Paris in 1948, Marrou’s
recounting of the Histoire de I’éducation dans Uantiquité, saw five further edi-
tions in French. Between 1950 and 1969, it was translated into Italian (1950),
English (1956), German (1957), Greek (1961), Spanish (1965), Polish (1969), and
Portuguese (1969).” Given the scope of the text’s geographical and chronological
footprint, it is sobering — but perhaps not surprising — that one finds Marrou’s
interpretive scaffolding still mirrored in a ‘commemorative’ anthology pub-
lished in 2001. Albeit aimed at “rethinking of Marrou’s totalizing narrative,”®
half a century post-publication, this North American iteration, serves rather to
underscore the stubborn tenacity of Marrou’s colonialist constructs.

As Marrou’s History has structured knowledge of monastic education —
across now three quarters of a century,’ repairing the fissures that destabilize

1 In introducing this portion of the History, Marrou 1956, 330, writes: “St. Antony, the great
founder of monasticism, was an illiterate Coptic peasant who was able to get on quite well
without any books, as he soon proved to any philosophers who came and argued with him.
This was a fundamental feature of Eastern monasticism and it was never lost: these desert
people were less concerned with learning than with forgetting the poetry and secular
knowledge they had picked up in the schools before conversion. Monasticism brought back
into the Christian tradition the virtues of the simple and unlettered, as against the intellectual
pride fostered by the old culture, which, as is clear from the Gnostics and the Alexandrians,
was in the third century threatening to destroy the original simplicity of the Gospels”.

2 Marrou 1956, 333.

3 Marrou 1956, 330.

4 Hunt 2018, 255-278, richly complexifies Marrou’s overarching influence.

5 See discussion in Larsen 2007, 4—24; cf. Mack 1988; Clark 1999, 19-20.

6 Cf. Larsen 2001, 2007, 2013a, 2016, 2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2021.

7 As summarized by Riché 1977, 491-515, 493.

8 Y.L. Too 2001.

9 See, for example, relatively recent echoes in Wilken 2012, 99-108.
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his interpretive foundations has grown ever more urgent. Ironically, however, it
is Marrou’s History that simultaneously supplies a pedagogical toolkit to re-
structure his interpretive efforts. Re-directing Marrou’s methods and approach-
es, the present essay mines the rich interpretive shadows shaped by larger-than-
life caricature. After identifying the foundational fissures that destabilize Mar-
rou’s “totalizing narrative” (Too 2001), it re-reads Marrou’s pedagogical blue-
prints, so as to more securely re-assemble his evidentiary building blocks. The
aim is not solely to re-scaffold what has been named a “missing chapter” in the
history of education (Rappe 2001), but also to re-write what remains a missing
chapter in the history of monasticism.

2 Foundations

It is the case that sizable segments of the complex corpus of stories and sayings
associated with emergent Christian monasticism merit closer investigation.
However, among scholars (and even armchair afficionadi), one would be hard
put to find even one reader of late-antique sources who is unfamiliar with narra-
tive portrayals of the monks Antony, Arsenius and Evagrius, as a- and/or be-
grudgingly literate.”®

In the most frequently referenced accounts, Antony is depicted as not only
aypappatog, but explicitly uninterested in “learn[ing] letters”:

Kai taudiov pév dv, ETpégeto mopd Toig yovebot, AoV adT@V kal ToD oikov pndév £tepov
YWWOKwV' £Meldny 8¢ kol avERoag £yEveTo maig, Kol TPOEKoTTe Tf| RALKIQ, YPAUMATA HEV
HaBETV 0UK fVECXETO, POVAGHEVOG £KTOG £ivat Kal THG TTPOG TOUG maidag ouvnBeiag: ThHv 8¢
£mBupiav Maoav iy ... MG AMAAGTOG OiKelv évTii oikig avTOD.

[Antony was] cognizant of little else besides [his parents] and his home. As he grew and
became a boy, and was advancing in years, he could not bear to learn letters, wishing also
to stand apart from friendship with other children. All his yearning ... was for living, an
unaffected person, in his home."

10 The most notable early testimony to the Vita’s influence is Augustine’s Confessions (8.6.15);
cf. Gemeinhardt 2013.
11 Athanasius, Vit. Ant. 1 (PG 26: 841) in Gregg (transl.) 1980, 30.
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With similar effect, the monks Arsenius and Evagrius are fashioned as ‘begrudg-
ingly’ literate. In the first of two oft cited apophthegmata,”? Evagrius queries
Arsenius:

Quomodo nos excitati eruditione et scientia nullas virtutes habemus, hi autem rustici in Ae-
gypto habitantes tantas virtutes possident?

How is it that we educated and learned men have no goodness, and the Egyptian peasants
have a great deal?

Arsenius responds:

Nos quia mundanae eruditionis disciplinis intenti sumus, nihil habemus; hi autem rustici
Aegyptii ex propriis laboribus acquisierunt virtutes.

We have nothing because we go chasing after worldly knowledge. These Egyptian peas-
ants have got their goodness by hard work.2

12 Because they have long served as the conduit via which individuals encounter the ‘Sayings
of the Desert Fathers [and Mothers]’ — and ‘desert’ monasticism, more generally, the present
essay draws from the most readily accessible collections of ‘sayings’. In English language
editions, this includes the Greek Alphabetic collection (AP/G) translated by B. Ward and pub-
lished as The Sayings of the Desert Fathers: The Alphabetic Collection (1975), and the topically
organized Latin Systematic Collection (AP/Syst), also translated by Ward and published as The
Desert Fathers: Sayings of the Early Christian Monks (2003). Until quite recently, Ward’s inex-
pensive volumes were the loci where both critical scholars and lay readers became acquainted
with the monastic apophthegmata. Over the past decade, J. Wortley’s translations have likewise
gained currency. However, the interpretive overlays that attend Wortley’s renderings, com-
mend Ward’s more straightforward, and less theologically laden, prose.

13 AP/Syst 10.5 (Ward); cf. IIwg el Gnd TooovTng mMadevoews kai copiag ovdev Exopev,
ovTol 8¢ o dypoikol kai AlyvmTiol TooavTag GPeTAg kékTnvTal; ‘HYelg &md Tig Tod Kkdopov
nBEVoEWS 0VBEY EXOpEV* 0UTOL B2 o dypoikol Kai AlyVTtTiol Gmd T@V iBiwv MOVWY EKTHoAVTO
TG Gpetds (AP/G Arsenius 5). The chronology of particular sayings collections is a topic of
wide debate. However, in contemporary scholarship, the work of Ch. Faraggiana is seminal.
Faraggiana raises foundational questions about the conventional dating of this material, as
well as the trajectories assumed in defining its transmission. As significant is Faraggiana’s
emphasis on the inherent instability of the apophthegmatic content included in extant collec-
tions. Faraggiana 1997 describes the underlying manuscript evidence for the most frequently
cited alphabetic and systematic compilations, as “a stew of sources.” Her assessment, in turn,
troubles the ready availability that has rendered these compilations the ‘go-to’ material for
‘authoritative’ witness to normative ‘desert’/monastic praxis. The studies of Dahlman 2018 and
Holmberg 2013 are fundamentally informed by Faraggiana’s scholarship, affirming and extend-
ing Faraggiana’s groundbreaking insight.
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In a second exchange, an unnamed protagonist challenges Arsenius while the
latter is consulting an Egyptian yepwv about his thoughts. As reported, the in-
terlocutor queries:

ABB& Apoévie, TG Tooaw TNV Maidevov Pwpdikiv kai EANvKAV émiatdpevog, todtov
TOV Aypoikov Tiept TV 0@V AOYIOPU@V EPWTES;

Abba Arsenius, how is it that you with such a good Latin and Greek education, ask this
peasant about your thoughts?

Arsenius replies:

TR pév "Pwpaiknyv kai EAAnviknv €niotapat naidevowv: tov 8¢ dApdéBnTov tod dypoikov
TOUTOU OUTW HepPddNKa.

I have indeed been taught Latin and Greek, but I do not know even the alphabet of this
peasant.'

Across generations, these foundational caricatures have been iteratively re-
stated. Simultaneously, the interpretive fissures that de-stabilize Marrou’s struc-
tural scaffolding have largely gone unnoticed.”

Re-scaffolding

Marrou’s parsing of Antony, “the great founder of monasticism” as “an illiterate
Coptic peasant who was able to get on quite well without any books, ' takes no
account of the Vita’s later depictions, which complexify such assessment. His
allusive portrayal of the classically educated Arsenius and Evagrius is similarly
reductive. In broader monastic history, Arsenius is introduced as a tutor, for-
merly employed in the imperial household. In turn, Evagrius is best known for
producing a synthetic corpus of monastic erudition — while living as a monk in
Egypt.” Marrou’s History, instead, designates these figures “desert” people,
“less concerned with learning” than with rejecting and/or “forgetting [any]
poetry and secular knowledge they had picked up in the schools before their

conversion.”®

14 AP/G Arsenius 6 (Ward).

15 See discussion in Larsen 2016.

16 Marrou 1956, 330.

17 See discussion in Larsen 2021, 313-332.
18 Marrou 1956, 330.
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The caricatured, a- and begrudging literacies assigned Antony, Arsenius
and Evagrius are foundational to Marrou’s broader scaffolding of both ‘eastern’
and ‘western’ monasticism.” In turn, one might build an entire library of subse-
quent historical studies that remain firmly rooted in Marrou’s caricatured refrac-
tions.” In re-scaffolding this History, however, it is important to note that later
in Antony’s Vita, Marrou’s “illiterate peasant” is depicted counseling his disci-
ples to “write down their thoughts ... as if reporting them to each other.” Else-
where, the Vita names “reading” a primary pastime in Antony’s desert moAig.»
In the broader apophthegmatic record, Evagrius similarly commends reading to
his disciples, “to strengthen a wandering mind.”* In turn, a disciple of Arsenius
is praised for his exemplary “fortitude” as he alternates between plaiting palm
leaves and reading in his cell.”

3 Blueprints

Even as Marrou names rejection of literate pursuits a characteristic feature of
emergent monastic life, it is striking that in selectively scaffolding his History,
he also identifies a subset of ‘blueprints’, which seek to regulate — and inad-
vertently document — persistent monastic investment in pedagogical pursuits.”
As identified by Marrou, one is found in the earliest of two regulatory canons,

19 See Brakke 1995, for a more sanguine reading of Athanasius’ prose.

20 Cf. Wilken 2012, 99-108.

21 Vit. Ant. 55 (Gregg): ... oUTWG, £V WG dmayyEAovTeG GAAAOLG TOUG AOYIOHOUG YP&PWHEY,
HEANOV THPAGOLEY EAUTOVG GO AOYIOUMY PUTaP@V, aioyuvopevol yvwadivat. "EcTw ovv AUV
TO YpAppa Gvti OQOaAI®Y TAV CUVACKNTOV" va, EpUBPLVTES Yp&@ewv WG TO PAEmeabar, pne’
OAwg €vBuund@pev T @adla; cf. Rousseau 2000, 89-109. The practice — here attributed to
Antony — surfaces earlier in the writings of Plato. It forms a recurring motif in subsequent
philosophical discourse, and finds further echo in monastic sources. For example, in Step Four
of John Climacus’ sixth century Ladder of Divine Ascent, a monk/cellarer is depicted wearing a
small notebook on his belt to keep track of his thoughts.

22 AP/Syst. 10.20 (Ward): Dixit abbas Evagrius: Mentem nutantem vel errantem solidat lectio, et
vigilize, et oratio.

23 AP/Syst. 7.27 (Ward).

24 See preliminary discussion in Larsen 2007, 4-24. Hunt’s examination of “The influence of
French colonial humanism on the study of late antiquity” (2018) invites consideration of the
degree to which such echoes can be traced to Marrou’s influence.

25 See Larsen 2017, 147-174.
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attributed to Basil of Caesarea;* a second, in Jerome’s letter to a wealthy female
householder in Rome.” A third, is included in John Chrysostom’s apologetic,
addressing “opponents of the monastic life.””® A fourth appears in a collection
of regulatory Praecepta, attributed to Pachomius.”

Basil (Caesarea, 329-379 CE)

The Longer of Basil’s two regulatory corpora is generally numbered among the
earliest monastic Rules. It is likewise in this primary, Longer Rule, that monastic
pedagogy is most explicitly addressed. Here, Basil mandates that children held
in common by the community should be educated according to a monastic
“ideal.” He recommends that both children and adults meet together for prayer,
but that the groups be kept separate with respect to houses and meals. His ra-
tionale is straightforward. This is to insure that “the house of the monks ... not
be disturbed by ... repetition of lessons necessary for the young.”* Conceiving
what may be most accurately regarded as an emergent monastic curriculum,
Basil suggests that lessons include the “language of Scripture” and “maxims
drawn from the Proverbs.”® In place of “myths,” he advises that instruction
incorporate stories of wonderful deeds “so [that] ... [children’s] soul[s] may be
led to [practice] good immediately and from the outset, while [they are] still
plastic and soft, pliable as wax, and easily molded by the shapes pressed upon
[them].”* This is to insure that “when [with maturity] reason is added, and the

26 Basil, Regula Fusius Tractate (Reg. Fus.) 15 in The Ascetic Works of Saint Basil, Clarke (transl.)
1925, 175-178 [PG 31.952-957].

27 Jerome, Epistle (Epist.) 107 in Select Letters of Jerome, Wright (transl.) 1933, 338-370. Je-
rome’s emergent ‘Christian’ curriculum likewise exhibits rich confluence with the Institutio
Oratoria (Inst.) of Quintilian, penned in the 1st century CE.

28 John Chrysostom, Adversus oppugnatores vitae monasticae (Adv. Opp.) Il (PG 47: 319-392)
in Hunter (transl.) 1988.

29 Pachomius’ Praecepta (Praec.) 139-140 in Pachomiana Latina, Boon (ed.) 1932, 50-51;
Pachomian Koininia 2: Chronicles and Rules, Vielleux (ed. and transl.) 1981, 166.

30 kol dpa 00SE BEpUBOV EEeL O 0iKOG T@V BOKNT@V &V Tj PeEAET T@V Si18aypdTwY dvaykai
olor| 101§ véolg (Reg. Fus. 15 [PG 31: 953; Clarke 1925, 176]).

31 @ote Kai OVOpAOY aTOVG TOIG €K TV [pap@v kexpiiodat ... kal yvwpatlg madevewy Taig €k
T6v Tapoldv, kai GOAA PVARNG GVOPATWY Te Kol TpayudTwy avTolg mpoTiBéval (Reg. Fus. 15
[PG 31: 953; Clarke 1925, 176—-177]); cf. Gregory of Nyssa, Vita Macrina 962D.

32 kai GvTi pOBwV TaG TV mapadoiwv Epywv ioTopiag avToig Sinysiodat ... eDmAacTOV OVV ETL
ovoav Kol AmoAnv THY Yuxiy, kal Mg knpov eVEIKTOV, TalG TV EmBarlopévwv pop@ais pading
£KTUTIOVPEVNY, TIPOG TIdoav &yaBdv Goknaty eVOUG Kal €€ dpxiig Evayeabat xpr (Reg. Fus. 15 [PG
31: 953-956; Clarke 1925, 177]).
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power of discrimination, [early training will] run its course ... [and] habit will
make success easy.””

Jerome (Palestine, 347-420 CE)

The pedagogical blueprint included in a relatively contemporary letter, penned
by Jerome, is still more explicit. Written in Palestine, this missive is addressed to
Laeta — an elite Roman householder. The letter’s primary focus, however, is the
education of Laeta’s young daughter, Paula.>* Echoing broader Graeco-Roman
practice, Jerome recommends that Laeta have “a set of letters made ... of box-
wood or of ivory,” so that young Paula may learn to call each by its proper
name.” In order to know them by sight as well as by sound, he suggests that the
child be made to grasp “not only ... the right order of the letters and remember
their names in a simple song, but also frequently upset their order and mix the
last letters with the middle ones, the middle with the first.”3¢

Moving from letters to syllables to words, Jerome advises that the very
names (ipse nomina) Paula uses in forming sentences not be assigned haphaz-
ardly, but “chosen and arranged on purpose.” To aid in training both tongue
and memory, he suggests wordlists include “the names of the prophets and the
apostles, and the whole list of patriarchs from Adam downward, as [given by]
Matthew and Luke.”*® Progressing to sentences and short passages, Jerome
advises that Paula recite portions of Scripture, as a fixed daily task. These “vers-
es” should be learned first in Greek, then in Latin. He recommends that the

33 wote Tod Adyov mpooyevopévov, kai TG Slakpltikii E&ewg mpooeABoveng Spopov
UTEPYEWV ... £K TOV & ApXTG OTOKEIWY, Kal TV Tapadofevtwy Tiig evoePeiog TUMWV, TOD pév
Aoyou 1O xpriowov UmoBdAlovtog, Tob 8¢ £€8oug ebpdpelav TPOG TO KaTopOOUvV EUTTOLODVTOG
(Reg. Fus. 15 [PG 31: 956; Clarke 1925, 177]); cf. Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.4.

34 Ep.107 (Wright 1933, 338-371); cf. Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.1-37.

35 Fiant ei litterae vel buxeae vel eburneae et suis nominibus appellentur (Ep. 107 [Wright 1933,
344-347]).

36 ... et non solum ordinem teneat litterarum, ut memoria nominum in canticum transeat, sed
ipse inter se crebro ordo turbetur et mediis ultima, primis media misceantur ut eas non sonu
tantum, sed et visu noverit (Ep. 107 [Wright 1933, 346-347]); cf. Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.27.

37 Ipsa nomina, per quae consuescet verba contexere, non sint fortuita, sed certa et coacervata
de industria (Ep. 107 [Wright 1933, 346-347]); cf. Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.30-5.

38 ... prophetarum videlicet atque apostolorum, et omnis ab Adam patriarcharum series de
Matheo Lucaque descendat, ut, dum aliud agit, futurae memoriae praeparetur (Ep. 107 [Wright
1933, 346-347]); cf. Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.30-5.
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child begin “with the sweet music of the Psalms,” then (echoing Basil) turn to
“lessons of life [found] in the proverbs of Solomon.”*°

Although ostensibly outlining an ideal ‘home schooling’ curriculum, Je-
rome concludes by emphasizing the difficulties implicit in Laeta’s prioritizing
such instructional goals amidst her broader household duties. He urges, rather,
that young Paula be sent to Bethlehem, to be educated in a monastery. Here, in
an establishment run by the child’s grandmother (Paula, the elder), and aunt
(Eustochium), he offers his own services as tutor. As Paula’s ideal instructor, a
man of “approved years, life, and learning,” he likens his role to that of Aristo-
tle — teaching Alexander “his first letters.”*

John Chrysostom (Antioch, 347-407 CE)

Complementary commendations texture the writings of John Chrysostom. In his
apologetic Against Opponents of the Monastic Life, Chrysostom likewise encour-
ages Antiochene parents to send their children to be educated by local monks.
Expanding the descriptive detail provided by Basil and Jerome, he suggests that
instruction begin once boys have reached the age of ten and continue for at
least ten years.” Like Basil and Jerome, he emphasizes the value of being tu-
tored by spiritually approved masters, who will encourage students to develop
both intellectual and moral strength.*

39 ... adhuc tenera lingua psalmis dulcibus inbuator (Ep. 107 [Wright 1933, 344-345]).

40 Discat primum Psalterium ... et in Proverbiis Salomonis erudiatur ad vitam (Ep. 107 [Wright
1933, 364-365]).

41 ... magister probae aetatis et vitae atque eruditionis ... initia ei traderet litterarum. In fact,
Jerome offers to serve young Paula as “both her tutor and her foster-father.” Carrying her on his
shoulders, he will “train her stammering lips ... tak[ing] more pride in [his] task than ... the
worldly philosopher; for ... [rather than] teaching a Macedonian king, destined to die by poison
in Babylon, [he will instruct] the handmaid and bride of Christ who one day [will] be presented
to the heavenly throne”. Ipse, si Paulam miseris, balbutientia senex verba formabo multo glorio-
sior mundi philosopho, qui non regem Macedonum Babylonio periturum veneno, sed ancillam et
sponsam Christi erudiam regnis caelestibus offerendam (Ep. 107 [Wright 1933, 368-371]). Else-
where, Jerome’s contemporary (and sometimes rival) Rufinus also depicts Jerome as a teach-
er — in this instance, charged with the education of young boys (Apol. 11, 8, 592A; cf. Hist. Mon.
332-333). Rufinus reports that after Jerome “had settled in the monastery at Bethlehem, he took
the office of a teacher in grammar.” Rufinus additionally critiques Jerome for not limiting his
instructional resources to biblical texts, but also introducing “the comedians ... lyrical and
historical writers to the young boys who had been entrusted to him” (Apol. II 8 [NPNF?]).

42 Chrysostom, Adv. Opp. 111 17-18.

43 Chrysostom, Adv. Opp. III 11-13; cf. Marrou 1956, 332.
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Pachomius (Egypt, 320-340/340-404 CE; 292-346 CE)

Implicit to Marrou’s caricatured depictions of Antony, Arsenius, and Evagrius,
is scaffolding that frames Egyptian monasticism as trenchantly ‘rustic’. Howev-
er, early regulations attributed to Pachomius — often identified as the ‘founder’
of coenobitic monasticism in Egypt — are akin to those attributed to Basil,
Chrysostom and Jerome.

Mirroring education as a fixed facet of emergent communal life,* the Pa-
chomian Praecepta mandate that each newly entering monk, if unformed,
should be given “twenty psalms or two of the Apostle’s epistles, or some other
part of the Scripture.”” As explicitly, anyone who is illiterate (litteras ignorabit),
is directed to go at the first, third and sixth hour

... hora prima et tertia et sexta uadet ad eum qui docere potest et qui ei fuerit delegatus, et
stabit ante illum, et discet studiosissime cum omni gratiarum actione. Postea uero scribentur
ei elementa syllabae, uerba ac nomina, et etiam nolens legere compelletur.

... to someone who can teach and has been appointed for him. He shall stand before him
and learn very studiously with all gratitude. Then the fundamentals of a syllable, the
verbs, and nouns shall be written for him, and even if he does not want to, he shall be
compelled to read.*®

An accompanying ‘Precept’ makes the aim of this instruction clear: “There shall
be no one ... in the monastery who does not learn to read and does not memo-
rize something of the Scriptures.”*

Re-scaffolding

In addressing the complementary emphases that link these pedagogical ‘blue-
prints’, Marrou dismisses any details which might destabilize the interpretive

44 That these injunctions may well address an alternate demographic, adds critical valence to
depictions of tensive encounters between elite and ‘garden variety’ monks; see Larsen 2012a,
245-260; Larsen 2012b, 307-328.

45 ... dabunt ei uiginti psalmos uel duas epistulas apostoli, aut alterius scripturae partem (Praec.
139 [Boon 1932, 49-50; Vielleux 1980, 2.166]).

46 Praec. 139 (Boon 1932, 49-50; Vielleux 1980, 2.166). In later redaction, Caesarius of Arles
echoes this Pachomian mandate in legislation addressed to a community of female monastics.
See further discussion in Larsen, forthcoming.

47 ... et omnino nullus erit in monasterio qui non discat litteras et de scripturis aliquid teneat
(Praec. 140 [Boon 1932, 50; Vielleux 1980, 2.166]).
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scaffolding which buttresses his History. For example, when discussing Basil’s
regulatory prescriptions, Marrou reduces the Longer Rule’s detailed instructions
to the simple question of whether such lessons would have been aimed at
“young monks” or “children of the world.”* In turn, he reframes the curricular
commendations included in Jerome’s letter ad Laeta as a singular instance of
service to a close family friend.* Marrou also downplays the pedagogical pa-
rameters included in John Chrysostom’s Opponents of the Monastic Life,*® noting
that in later writing, Chrysostom appears to limit the scope of ‘Christian’ educa-
tion to the household.” Finally, although Marrou affirms the pedagogical priori-
ties explicitly articulated in the Pachomian Praecepta, he shifts the focus of
included mandates to remedial reading and rote recitation of scripture.”

Inversely incongruous with foundational caricatures of Antony, Arsenius
and Evagrius, is Marrou’s suggestion that ‘western’ monasticism reflects an
“utterly different state of affairs.” Here, he identifies “the reading of Holy
Scripture, and above all [recitation of] the Office” as “essential to any full mo-
nastic life.”** In fact, he argues that in “western” communal structures, “there
was a kind of automatic association between monks and the written word.”*
Astutely observing that this was the case “even in an environment as utterly
remote from classical culture as Ireland,”*® he inadvertently mirrors the patent
precedents that link ‘eastern’ and ‘western’ practice. In short, when “adopting a
boy ... to become a monk,” Patrick first “baptized [the child] and then gave him
an alphabet.””

48 Marrou 1956, 332.

49 As noted above, notwithstanding, Rufinus — Jerome’s contemporary, likewise situates him
within a monastic pedagogical setting — as instructor to a group of young boys.

50 Chrysostom, Adv. Opp. 11 11-13.

51 Marrou 1956, 332. There is, simultaneously, good evidence to suggest that a diversity of
positions, even within the writings of a single author, reflects wider debate. See, for example,
Thomas of Marga, Book of Governors 1 74.3-10, 75.1-14, as discussed in Becker 2006, 169-171.
52 Marrou 1956, 330-331.

53 Marrou 1956, 333.

54 Marrou 1956, 333.

55 Marrou 1956, 333.

56 Marrou 1956, 333.

57 As cited in Marrou 1956, 333; cf. Vit. Pat. II. Countering Marrou’s constructs, Patrick’s prac-
tice appears akin to that delineated in ‘eastern’ monastic legislation attributed to Basil, Jerome,
Chrysostom and Pachomius.
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4 Building Blocks

Across Marrou’s geographic and interpretive binaries, what emerges from ex-
tant ‘blueprints’ is a monastic instructional curriculum, uniformly comprised of
discrete components. These ‘building blocks’ of letters and alphabets, syllables,
words, sentences, and passages, likewise align with Marrou’s overarching
summary of broader pedagogical scaffolding:

The master began by teaching the child to draw the letters one by one... Once the child
had learned how to do it he would go on practicing (sic), repeating the same letter for a
line or a page at a time. After the letters came the syllables ... then ... single words ... then
short sentences... But from the second century A.D. onwards ... short passages ... were
used—aphorisms—chreiai—commonly attributed to Diogenes, and a whole stock of short
maxims—gnomoi monostichoi—supposedly the work of Menander.>®

Given Marrou’s foundational premise that a “fundamental feature of Eastern
monasticism” was its emphasis not on “learning ... [but] forgetting ... secular
knowledge,”* broad discussion of these ‘building blocks’ is notably absent from
any address of an ‘eastern’ monastic frame. However, by virtue of climate, it is
the case that a sizable portion of the ‘building blocks’ Marrou uses to derive and
elucidate the ‘classical’ precedents of ‘western’ classroom forms are not only
Egyptian, but monastic in provenance.®

Letters and Alphabets

Marrou reports that in the ancient world — as in the contemporary — conven-
tional classroom instruction began with “teaching ... child[ren] to draw the
letters one by one.”® The monastic ‘blueprints’ sketched by Basil, Jerome,
Chrysostom, Pachomius (and Patrick), likewise identify letters and alphabets
as primary pedagogical building blocks. In turn, each echoes established
commendation of “giving [children] ... letters to play with” in order to stimu-

58 Marrou 1956, 156; cf. History of Education 400 (8).

59 Marrou 1956, 330.

60 Cribiore 2001 offers a useful case in point. Cribiore’s seminal reconstruction of Graeco-
Roman pedagogical practice takes Egypt as its primary focus. See also, Cribiore 1996; Morgan
1998; Cf. See Larsen 2018a, 101-124; cf. Larsen 2013b, 1-34; Larsen 2017, 147-174.

61 Marrou 1956, 156.
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late learning.®’ Once the letters had been sufficiently fixed in a child’s mind in
“their usual order,” both conventional and monastic curricula advise “re-
vers[ing] that order or rearrang[ing] it in every kind of combination,” so that
young pupils “learn to know the letters by their appearance and not from the
order in which they occur.”®

Four alphabetic exercises — respectively associated with three Egyptian
monastic sites — usefully concretize this descriptive scaffolding. The first, prov-
enanced to the Monastery of Epiphanius in Thebes, preserves a Greek alphabet
in “the right order” (Jerome, Epist. 107). Penned in an informal, but practiced
hand, the alphabet’s twenty-four characters are spread over four horizontal
lines and formed to fit the shape of an irregular ostracon. Affirming monastic, if
not explicitly pedagogical purpose, the alphabet is followed by a brief line of
text: Beo@leatatol povayol (“...monks most beloved of God”) (fig. 8).%

62 Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.26 (Russell 2001); Non excludo autem, id quod est inventum irritandae ad
discendum infantiae gratia eburneas etiam litterarum formas in lusum offerre.

63 Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.25 (Russell 2001); Quae causa est praecipientibus, ut etiam, cum satiss
adfixisse eas pueris recto illo quo primum scribi solent contextu videntur, retro agant rursus et
varia permutatione turbent, donec litteras qui instituuntur facie norint non ordine; cf. Jerome, Ep.
107; Pachomius, Praec. 138-139.

64 0.MMA. 12.180.107; ed. pr. Crum/Winlock/Evelyn White (eds.) 1926, 136 and 322 no. 620; cf.
Cribiore 1996, 189 no. 67. Although such an alphabet would routinely be designated as a
‘school’ artifact, when discussing monastic remains, assignation of pedagogical purpose is less
consistent. Here debates often hinge on differentiating scribal from school practice. However,
per Quintilian (Inst. 1.1.27-8) and Jerome (Epist. 107.4), it is clear that both pre-suppose peda-
gogical investment; cf. Amsler, this volume; Marks 2021, 281-312. Alternately diverse perspec-
tives on this question are respectively captured in the essays of Bagnall, Larsen, Maravela, and
Lundhaug/Jenott in Larsen/Rubenson 2018; cf. Bucking 2007.
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Fig. 8: Greek Alphabet, Monastery of Epiphanius (0.MMA. 12.180.107).

A second artifact — also provenanced to the Monastery of Epiphanius — survives
only in fragments.® Re-assembled, these preserve patterned letters organized in
successive horizontal rows. Each re-constructed row is comprised of nine letters.
The four initial and the four final characters are betas. These precede and follow
an alphabetically sequenced central character, thus: sBBB2BBEB / BEBBBBBBB /

65 0.MMA. 14.1.188; ed pr. Crum/Evelyn White 1926, Vol. 2, 118 and 298 no. 576; O.BM. Inv
19082, 18816, 18798, 18972; ed. pr. Hall 1905, 36 pl. 29, no. 2; cf. Cribiore 1996, 181 no. 34, pl. [;
Hasitzka 1990, 42 no. 39; Larsen 2013b, 17 and 26. Although respective sherds have been vari-
ously categorized, there is good evidence to support both pedagogical purpose and monastic
provenance; cf. Larsen 2018a, 101-124.
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BBBBIrBBBB / BBBBABBBB, etc. Careful iteration concretizes Marrou’s suggestion
that “once [a] child had learned how to [form a letter s/]he would go on practicing
(sic), repeating the same letter for a line or a page at a time.”*® In turn, both pat-
terned content, and rough execution suggest practice aimed not only at building
alphabetic knowledge, but also forming letters with “frequency,” and eventually,
“speed” (Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.28; Cf. Jerome, Ep. 107.4) (fig. 9).%"

Fig. 9: Writing Exercise, Monastery of Epiphanius (0.MMA.14.1.188).

66 Marrou 1956, 156.

67 In emphasizing the importance of fluency in writing the alphabet, Jerome echoes Quintil-
ian, who notes that while some might deem “the art of writing well and quickly ... unim-
portant,” learning to efficiently shape letters is essential to later study because “a sluggish pen
delays thoughts” Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.28 (Russell 2001); Non est aliena res, quae fere ab honestis
negligi solet, cura bene ac velociter scribendi ... tardior stilus cogitationem moratur[!] Quintilian
commends practice be structured so that students develop a steady hand by following “fixed
outlines” with increasing “frequency and speed” (Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.27; Russell 2001); ... et
celerius ac saepius sequendo certa vestigia firmabit articulos. Jerome’s instructions are less
detailed, but commensurate. He suggests that when young Paula “begins with uncertain hand
to use the pen,” her fingers should be guided to “follow outlines” until she is able to form the
letters on her own “without straying away” (Epist. 107.4; Wright 1933); Cum vero coeperit tre-
menti manu stilum in cera ducere, vel alterius superposita manu teneri regantur articuli vel in
tabella sculpantur elementa, ut per eosdem sulcos inclusa marginibus trahantur vestigia et foras
non queant evagari.
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An exercise preserved on both sides of a third ostracon is as interesting. Gener-
ally provenanced to Thebes, and provisionally associated with the Monastery of
Phoibammon, the ostracon’s included content consists of five alphabets.
Penned in a less than practiced hand, the exercise is organized in horizontal
lines. As transcribed by Anneliese Biedenkopf-Ziehner, the ostracon’s first and
third alphabets — two of three included on the recto — follow conventional
alphabetic order. The second alphabet variously “reverse[s] that order.” In turn,
a fourth alphabet — the first of two preserved on the verso face — presents a
“rearranged” sequence of letters (Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.25; cf. Jerome, Epist.
107.4). The first letter of this alphabet is paired with the last, the second with the
second to last, the third with third to last, thus: a w, BV, rx... M N.

The ostracon’s fifth alphabet is incomplete. Adhering to an overall pattern
of interspersed sequencing, however, like the first and third, the fifth alphabet
appears to follow the “usual order.” Four of the five alphabets begin with a
chrism, a symbol which additionally serves to separate one iteration from the
next. In turn, both content and execution concretize classroom practice that
insured “not only ... grasp[ing] the right order of ... letters” but also routinely
“upset[ting] their order and mix[ing] the last letters with the middle ones, the
middle with the first” (Jerome, Epist. 107.4; cf. Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.25) (tab. 1).%®

Tab. 1: Mixed Alphabets, Thebes AM 21 (C.0. 16).

Me ABTAEZHOIKA
MN3OMPCTYdX
Y w

Ie) wyxpyTcpno
30NpPCTYPXY W

[p] ABTAEZHOIKA
MN3OMpC

R p AWBYT
xadeyz
THCcepIn
KOA3ZMN

P ABTAE

68 AM 21 (C.0. 16); As published in Biedenkopf-Ziehner 2000, 137-144, Taf. 17.
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A fourth example is preserved, not on an ostracon, but rather the plastered wall
of a re-used tomb. It is provenanced not to Thebes, but to the middle-Egyptian
Pharaonic site of Beni Hasan.*

Faintly visible — in a space variously identified by its use as a pedagogical
locus,”™ and/or occupation by late ancient monks™ — it is comprised of a series
of three alphabets arranged in squarish sectors.” Like the interspersed, iterative
sequences preserved in the student exercise examined above (tab. 1), the first
sector includes an alphabet sequenced in conventional order; the second, an
alphabet in reverse order; the third, an alphabet of mixed sequencing (tab. 2; cf.
fig. 10). The three iterations, as a unit, appear to be aimed at facilitating practice
with “learn[ing] to know letters by their appearance and not [solely] from the
order in which they occur” (Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.25; cf. Jerome, Epist. 107.4).”

Tab. 2: Mixed Alphabets, Beni Hasan.

ABTA€Z OYXPYT AWBYTrX
HOIKAM CpNoOz3N AdpeyzT
N3OonpcC MAKIOH Hpdnioc
TYOXxVw ©EATBA KZANM

69 See Larsen 2017, 153 fig. 10 for photo.

70 Cribiore 2001, 23-24.

71 Bucking 2007, 40.

72 The recurring classroom detail that textures monastic apophthegmatic sources invites new
appreciation for the ‘apt’ wit that characterizes assertions like that attributed to Arsenius, who
with all his “Latin and Greek education” does not yet “know the “alphabet” of an Egyptian
aypoikog (AP/G Arsenius 6). As noteworthy is the implicit irony of precisely these ‘sayings’
being used to argue against monastic investment in literate pursuits. See additional discussion
in Larsen 2008, 21-30; cf. Larsen 2013b, 1-30.

73 Cf. Newberry 1893 (Vol. 2), 7677, pl. XXV. The alphabets are not included in J.F. Champol-
lion’s initial publication of the site, Monuments de I’Egypte et de la Nubie, 1889. Instead, the
three sectors are simply described as “Composé des Lettres de 1’alphabet, voyelles et con-
sonnes melées sans ordre” (459). Perhaps derivatively, the alphabets have remained peripheral
to broader scholarly discussion of this body of school evidence. While Newberry’s 1893 publi-
cation includes the alphabets, their distinctive character is not mentioned; cf. Larsen 2018a,
101-124.
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Syllables

The attention Marrou accords syllables is relatively cursory. In his brief summary
of the ancient curriculum, he simply notes that “after the letters came the sylla-
bles.”” Here again, however, there is little in ‘eastern’ monastic curricular ‘blue-
prints’ that suggests alternate pedagogical protocol. The Pachomian Praecepta
explicitly mandate that each newly entering monk, if “ignorant of letters,” should
with all gratitude “go at the first, third and sixth hour to someone who can teach”
in addition to letters, “the fundamentals of a syllable.”” In turn, the role of repeti-
tion is emphasized in both monastic and Graeco-Roman classroom protocol. In
particular, Quintilian notes that with respect to syllables “no short cut is possible:
they must all be [thoroughly] learnt.” He additionally warns that “there is no good
in putting off ... the most difficult ... [for] the sole result is bad spelling.”’® Urging
caution in “placing ... blind confidence in a child’s memory,” he commends both
repetition, and adjusting the pace while reading — so that “clear and obvious
sequence[s] of letters can suggest [themselves] without [it] being necessary for [a]
child to stop to think.””” What is known of the auditory dimension of such prac-
tice, in turn, adds meaningful resonance to Basil’s suggestion that the living
quarters of adults and children be kept separate, so that “the house of the
monks ... not be disturbed by ... repetition of lessons necessary for the young.””®

74 Marrou 1956, 156.

75 Praec. 139 (Boon; Vielleux).

76 Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.30-31 (Russell 2001); Syllabis nullum compendium est; perdiscendae
omnes nec, ut fit plerumque, difficillima quaeque earum differenda, ut in nominibus scribendis
deprehendantur.

77 Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.31 (Russell 2001); Quin immo ne primae quidem memoriae temere cre-
dendum; repetere et diu inculcare fuerit utilius, et in lectione quoque non properare ad conti-
nuandam eam vel accelerandam, nisi cum inoffensa atque indubitata litterarum inter se coniunc-
tio suppeditare sine ulla cogitandi saltem mora poterit.

78 Basil, Reg. Fus. 15 (PG 31.953; Clarke); kai &uo 008& 86puPov E£e1 6 0ikog TV &oKNTAV &V Tii
pelétn T@v Sidaypdtwy dvaykaig obon Toig véorg; cf. Cribiore 2001, 23-24; discussion of Basil,
above.
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COPTIC INSCRIPTION.

NORTH WALL.

Fig. 10: Alphabets and Syllabary, Beni Hasan (Newberry 1893, PL. XXV) © Universitédtsbibliothek

Heidelberg.

The rough chart of syllabic combinations, penned below the mixed Beni Hasan

alphabets (fig. 10) are ‘building blocks’ that concretize this descriptive scaffold-
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ing.” Framed as an organized series of bi-literal and tri-literal sequences, both
form and content align with examples encountered in a broader array of school
settings.®® Bi-literal syllables are constructed of sequences that pair a single
consonant with each respective vowel, thus: Ba, B€, BH, BI, BO, BY, Bw through ya,
Ve, YH, V1, Yo, VY, Yw. These are followed by a series of tri-literal combinations:
BaB, BEB, BHB, BIB, BOB, BYB, BB, through Baz. Subsequent permutations, while
less legible, appear predictable. One group is formed using r (gamma), the fol-
lowing, a (delta) (fig. 10).%

Two Fayyumic tablets, now owned by the University of Michigan, preserve
similarly structured content.® Again, troubling Marrou’s determinative scaffold-

79 Newberry 1893, 76-77, pl. XXV; cf. Champollion 1889, 459-460.

80 Evidence for broader practice is well documented. See Cribiore 1996, 191-196 nos. 78-97;
Hasitzka 1990, 1.55-63 nos. 73-82; et al.

81 The Beni Hasan syllabary also includes a set of Coptic letters (w ¢ & 6 % 1) written across the
lower portion of two segments of its bi-literal combinations. These letters are offset in blue on
Newberry’s transcription, pictured in figure 10c. A similar juxtaposition is preserved on an
ostracon of Theban provenance. Here, a fifth horizontal row of Coptic letters (y ¢ 2 6 x ¥)
follows a Greek alphabet organized vertically in a regular arrangement comprised of six col-
umns and four rows: aBy8/e{n6/txAp/vEon/potv/ @Yy w(0.BM. 31663; ed. pr.
Hall 1905, 35 pl. 28 no. 4; cf. Cribiore 1996, 190 no. 72, pl. VI; Hasitzka 1990, 1.51 no. 64). None-
theless, the Beni Hasan blending of Coptic and Greek has led to the suggestion that assigning
the inscription a pedagogical purpose is premature; cf. Bucking 2007, 40. While the function of
the letters is not immediately clear, one could as readily argue that inclusion of Coptic letters
strengthens the case for school provenance; cf. Cribiore 2001, 24-25. In fact, given the sylla-
bary’s fifth to sixth century date, the absence of Coptic characters might be alternately note-
worthy. See additional discussion in Larsen 2018a, 101-124.

82 Neither tablet has been explicitly named monastic. However, each reaffirms the non-
exceptional character of the combinations preserved at Beni Hasan. The first tablet combines a
syllabary on its recto face with three alphabets on its verso. The syllabary is comprised of trilit-
eral combinations through lambda. The three alphabets are, again, sequenced in conventional,
reversed, and mixed order (T.Mich. inv. 763; ed. pr. Boak 1921, 189-194; cf. Cribiore 1996, 192—
193 no. 83, pl. VII). The recto and verso faces of a second Michigan tablet likewise preserve a
syllabary. Here, sequences are rendered solely in Coptic, and develop a full slate of bi-literal
and tri-literal combinations, each formed using the letter oy (T.Mich. inv. N. 765; Ed. pr. Boak
1923, 296-297; cf. Hasitzka 1990, 59-60 no. 78). Published by Husselman, a third syllabary in
the Michigan collection is preserved within a classroom codex, which contains a range of
school related content (P. Mich. Inv. 926; ed. pr. Husselman 1947; cf. Hasitzka 1990, 133-138 no.
207 Fol. 1v-5r). Husselman identifies the syllabary’s combination of Greek and Bohairic as
particularly significant. While, again, no secure monastic provenance is claimed, in passing,
Husselman suggests possible links to “a [monastic] settlement on the edge of the desert to the
south of Theadelphia” (129). As interesting are the extensive syllabaries included in two rela-
tively late Egyptian grammars used by Arabic speaking monks, tasked with learning Coptic.
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ing (and countering long tradition of privileging Greek over Coptic, when identi-
fying classroom media),® both the recto and verso of the second of these tablets
preserves content comprised of syllabic combinations which begin with (W) shai
(tab. 3):8

Tab. 3: Coptic Syllabary, The Fayyum (T.Mich. inv. N. 765).

Recto

wa  [was] [walr wlala [waz] wae wal wak WA  waM WaN Wwa3 wan
We  weB wer wea Wwlezl wee Wel WEK WEN  WEM WEN UWEZ Wen
WH  WHB  WHI  WHA  WH[Z] WHe WwHI WHK WHA  WHM WHN WH3 WHN
Wi WiB - WwiIr  wia  wiz wie  wi o Wik - wiA WM WIN Wiz win
[Wo] woB wor woa woz WoOe wol WOK WoA WoM WON Wwo3 won
lwyl wys wyr wya wlyzl wye wyr wyk wylAl wyM wyn wyz wyn
[Ww] wwe wwr wwa [Wwz] ywe wwl wWwk wow[A] oM woN wws [wlw[n]

Words

When introducing work with “single words,” Marrou suggests that the “master
would draw initials in alphabetical order on an ostracon and the child would
add the rest of the word.”® In parallel delineation, Quintilian suggests that after
learning the syllables, it is important that “students begin to construct words
with them.”® Jerome, again, follows Quintilian, who cautions against
“wast[ing] ... labour in writing out common words of everyday occurrence.” In
mirrored prose, each instead commends “learn[ing] ... more obscure words”
(with attendant explanations), in order to “acquire [knowledge that] would
otherwise demand special time ... be devoted to it” later on.*” Pachomius abbre-

(Thanks to H. Takla for calling these texts to my attention, and to J. Fahim for his work in ad-
dressing included Arabic content).

83 Cf. Larsen 2017; 2018a.

84 A.E.R. Boak, “A Coptic Syllabary at the University of Michigan,” Aegyptus 4 (1923), 296-297;
cf. Hasitzka, nr. 78.

85 Marrou 1956, 156.

86 Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.31 (Russell 2001); Tunc ipsis syllabis verba complecti ...

87 Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.34-35 (Russell 2001); Illud non poenitebit curasse, cum scribere nomina
puer (quemadmodum moris est) coeperit, ne hanc operam in vocabulis vulgaribus et forte occur-
rentibus perdat. Protinus enim potest interpretationem linguae secretioris ... dum aliud agitur,
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viates more detailed instruction into a cryptic progression of working from the
“fundamentals of a syllable, [to] verbs, [then] nouns.”®

Although not explicitly identified as a school exercise, it is interesting to
consider whether a mundane word list, provenanced to the Monastery of
Epiphanius and preserved on a papyrus fragment (not pictured), depicts routine
classroom practice. Comprised of a simple list of bird names, these are enumer-
ated in Greek with Coptic equivalents.® A second Epiphanian list includes days
of the week, in various combinations of Christian and/or “planetary” nomencla-
ture (fig. 11).%°

Alternately elucidating are the sequences included in a set of ‘word lists’,
preserved in situ at Beni Hasan.” Arranged in small clusters, and in variously
dispersed combinations, these are comprised of biblical (and/or monastic)
names: Nwel[e] (Noah), aBpacad (Abraham), i[calk (Isaac), [1akw]B (Jacob),
1wcH® (Joseph) ... iIweaNNHc (John), aaNiHA (Daniel), ananiac (Ananias), MIca[HA]
(Michael), and az[a]piac (Azarias).”

ediscere et inter prima elementa consequi rem postea proprium tempus desideraturam; cf. Je-
rome, Epist. 107.4 (Wright 1933); Basil, Reg. Fus. 15 (PG 31.953); Pachomius, Praec. 139 (Boon;
Vielleux); Marrrou 1956, 156.

88 Praec. 138-139; See additional discussion, above.

89 0.MMA. 14.1.549; ed. pr. Crum/Winlock/Evelyn White 1926, 2: 137 and 323 no. 621. As origi-
nally published in the excavation’s catalogue, this piece is categorized as “miscellaneous.”
Attendant commentary suggests that it may have functioned as a Greek-Coptic “glossary” of
which the Greek is preserved, but “the presumed Coptic equivalents [have] broken away” (323);
cf. Hasitzka 1990, 173 no. 247. Cribiore names the list “an exercise, not a glossary” (1996, 202
no. 123, pl. XI).

90 0.MMA. 14.1.214; Crum/Winlock/Evelyn White 1926, 2:136 and 322 no. 618, pl. XIV; cf.
Hasitzka 1990, 178—179 no. 252; Cribiore 1996, 202 no. 122; Cribiore 2012. It is not unusual to
encounter similar content in broader classroom archives. In fact, extant school artifacts readily
attest commensurate practice across a range of school settings (cf. Hasitzka 1990, 63-74 nos.
83-107; Cribiore 1996, 196-203 nos. 98-128). Bucking suggests the juxtaposition of Greek and
Coptic in the first wordlist invites consideration of what subset of monastic instruction may
have been aimed at facilitating fluency across languages (Bucking, “Scribes and Schoolmas-
ters,” 23ff). In turn, the inclusion of both ‘Christian’ and ‘planetary’ nomenclature, raises inter-
esting questions about the degree to which extant artifacts mark, and bridge, the melding of
disparate cultures and source material.

91 Newberry 1893, 2:65-68.

92 The lists were first transcribed by Champollion 1889, 384; then re-published by Newberry
1893, 2:68 no. 75; cf. Larsen 2018a, 101-124. Elsewhere, one encounters iterative rehearsal of
the monastic commonplace “ana,” repeated ten times (Newberry 1893, 2:67 no. 69), see Larsen
2017, 153 fig. 14 for photo.
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Fig. 11: Days of the Week, Monastery of Epiphanius (0.MMA. 14.1.214).

Each brings to mind Jerome’s enjoinder that Paula practice pronouncing names
of the “prophets ... apostles ... [and] patriarchs ... from Adam downwards”
(Epist. 107.4). In turn, placement proximate with linked alphabets and a sylla-
bary, lends interesting context to Pachomius’ cryptic injunction that with the
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letters, and “the fundamentals of a syllable ... verbs and nouns” should also be
written (Praec. 139).

An alternate ostracon of monastic provenance preserves complementary
content. As described by Marrou, it is one of a number of ostraca that “contain
word-lists full of Christian names;”** in this instance, “a list of all the proper
names that occur in the story of Pentecost in the Acts [of the Apostles].”” By
virtue of its biblical character, Marrou discounts the merits of this piece as
school related. However, like the word clusters preserved at Beni Hasan, the
small collection preserved on this ‘building block’ can perhaps more effectively
be parsed as a concretization of recurrent suggestions that students work with
excerpted vocabulary so as to offset spending additional time to gain familiari-
ty, at a later point.

Sentences

Marrou melds his summary of “short sentences” with classroom use “from the
second century A.D. onwards [of] short passages” comprised of “aphorisms—
chreiai—commonly attributed to Diogenes, and a whole stock of short maxims—
gnomoi monostichoi—supposedly the work of Menander.””® Once again, one
finds commensurate content in the ‘building blocks’ commended in monastic
pedagogical ‘blueprints’. The cryptic injunctions of Pachomius, loosely echo
those offered by Quintilian, who suggests that once syllables have been learned,

93 On comparative grounds, a wordlist included in the Greek-Bohairic codex published by
Husselman is particularly interesting (P.Mich. Inv. 926). The list appears on the verso of the
fifth folio — following the lengthy Greek-Bohairic syllabary, discussed above. Constituted
solely of biblical names, the wordlist begins with Bapnapoc (Barnabus), then turns to a broad-
er range of biblical characters: ... aNnapeac (Andreas), cohoMoN (Solomon), aaad (Adam), NO€E
(Noah), aBpaezaM (Abraham), icak (Isaac), 1akws (Jacob), MwycHc (Moses), aayia (David),
ceTpak (Shadrach), mecak (Meshak), eBee-Narrw (Abednego), aaniHA (Daniel). It is positioned
adjacent to a copying exercise, comprised of the greetings that introduce Paul’s letter to the
Romans, and in close proximity to a pronunciation exercise using Paul’s name (Husselman
1947, 129-135, 147-148; cf. Hasitzka 1990, 138-139 no. 207 fol. 5v—6r). One of the two school
tablets published by Boak likewise combines practice with syllables and words. Here, the
included wordlist is comprised of both biblical and monastic names (Boak 1923, 296—-297; cf.
Hasitzka 1990, 59-60 no. 78).

94 Marrou 1956, 331.

95 Marrou 1956, 331; cf. O.Lond.Hall 26210 = O.BM.inv. 26210+26211+26215; Hasitzka 1990,
174-176, no. 248; Cribiore 1996, 203 no. 127. See Cribiore 1996, pl. VI no. 127 for photos.

96 Marrou 1956, 156.
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students “begin construct[ing] words with them and sentences with the
words.”” In turn, both Basil and Quintilian link sentences with ‘sayings’
(chreiai), which report the names, words and actions of illustrious individuals.?®

Whether copying, constructing, or iteratively re-framing gnomic maxims in-
to sayings and stories, all agree that the long-term usefulness of work with such
content was implicit. Rehearsal and composition was aimed not only at attain-
ing fluid command of established compositional forms, but also insuring “that
the soul ... be lead to practise (sic) good immediately and from the outset, [and]
while ... still plastic and soft, pliable as wax, [be] ... molded by the shapes
pressed upon it.”

97 Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.31-32 (Russell 2001); Tunc ipsis syllabis verba complecti et his sermonem
connectere incipiat.

98 Reg. Fus. 15 (PG 31.953; Clarke); ...kai GBA& pvApng 6vopdTwv Te kal TPaypdTwy avTolg
npoTBevay; cf. Larsen, “On Learning a New Alphabet,” 59-77; et al. Both Quintilian and Basil
likewise commend the use of games and rewards as enticement to enhance the pleasurable
value of such practice; counting “entertainment” an immediate impetus for core competency in
“learning the sayings of famous men [as well as] ... selections from the poets.” Quintilian, Inst.
1.1.36 (Russell 2001); Etiam dicta clarorum virorum et electos ex poetis maxime (namque eorum
cognitio parvis gratior est) locos ediscere inter lusum licet.

99 Basil, Reg. Fus. 15 (PG 31.956; Clarke); EbmAaoTov obv €Tt o0oav Kol &rafv THvV Ppuxiy,
Kai WG Krpov eDEIKTOV, TAG TV EMPBAAOMEVWY HOpPOTG Padiwg EKTUTIOLHEVNY, TIPOG TIROGV
Gyab@v Goxnaotv eVBUG Kal £ dpyiig Evapyeabar xpry; Here Basil is echoing not only Quintilian,
but a constructive principle that recurs across generations of school curricula. This is the prem-
ise that each iteration of a gnomic extract retained implicit capacity to promote virtue and
shape character. Writing in the fourth century BCE, Plato recommends that the end result of
“compil[ing] anthologies of the poets and mak[ing] collections of whole passages, which ...
must be committed to memory” is not only that a student gain wide familiarity with literature,
but “to make [one] a good and wise [individual]” (Leg. 810e-812a [Bury]; oi 8¢ €k mavtwv ke-
@dAata EKAEEQVTEG Kai Tvag OAag PrioeLg ig TaUTOV ouvayayOvVTEG, EKPavOAvELV paot StV ig
MVARNY TIBEPEVOUG, &i PEANEL TIG GyaBOG TV Kal 0o@Og £k oAumelpiag Kai ToAvpadiog yeve-
o6au). In his pedagogical treatise ad Demonicum, Pseudo-Isocrates suggests that noble behav-
ior results from a mind “ ... fraught with many noble maxims; for, as it is the nature of the body
to be developed by appropriate exercises, it is the nature of the soul to be developed by moral
precepts” (Ad Demonicum 12 [Norlin]; Obtw 8¢ v yvwunyv ov duvatov Siatedijvar TOv pn
TOA@®V Kai KOADV AKOVOUATWVY TEMANPWHEVOV- TA HEV YOP OWHATA TOIG CUHHETPOLS TIOVOLG, |
8¢ Yuxn Toig omovdaiolg Adyolg aliEeobat mépuke). Plutarch premises that teachers be selected
by virtue of their ability to set “precepts and exhortations beside the young, in order that [chil-
dren’s] characters [might] grow to be upright” (De liberis educandis 4C [Babbitt]; ot voppot T@v
B18a0kdAwV EppeNETs TAG UTOBHKAG KAl TIOPALVETELG TIAPATIITYVDOUOL TOIG VEOLG, TV'OpB& TovTwV
BAaotdvn T 7{6n); cf. Morgan 2007; Carr 2005; Larsen 2013a, 67-69; Larsen 2013b, 1-34;
Larsen 2016, 13-33; Larsen 2018, 471-490.
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Derivatively, as with wordlists, both mainstream and monastic pedagogues
urge caution in choosing content. Even at the early stage of copying texts, it is
advised that the lines set before young students “should not express thoughts of
no significance but convey some sound moral lesson.”’® The rationale is sim-
ple. At a later point in life, such subject matter might still be remembered, “and
the impression made upon [an] unformed mind [also] contribute to the for-
mation of ... character.”'™

Once again, ‘eastern’ monastic ‘sentences’ can be identified by the same
classroom characteristics as those used to classify school texts of ‘classical’ or
‘western’ provenance. For example, four of the ten artifacts categorized as
“school pieces” in Crum, Winlock and Evelyn White’s catalogue of excavations
undertaken at the Monastery of Epiphanius, preserve lines drawn from
Homer.'” These extracts are rendered in Greek, and like the mixed alphabets
discussed above (Tab. 1), each is introduced by Christian symbolism — in this
instance, a cross (fig. 12).1%

100 Quintilian, Inst. 1.1.35-6 (Russell 2001); ... ii quoque versus, qui ad imitationem scribendi
proponentur, non otiosas velim sententias habeant, sed honestum aliquid monentis.

101 Quintilian, Inst. Or. 1.1.36 (Russell 2001); Prosequitur haec memoria in senectutem et im-
pressa animo rudi usque ad mores proficient; Cf. Jerome, Epist. 107.4 (Wright 1933); Basil, Reg.
Fus. 15 (PG 31.953; Clarke); Pachomius, Praecepta 139 (Boon; Vielleux); Marrou 1956, 156.

102 The first is 0.MMA. 14.1.139; ed. pr. Crum/Winlock/Evelyn White 1926, 2: 135 and 320 no.
612, pl. XIV; cf. Cribiore 1996, 225 no. 225; Larsen 2013b, 17 and 27 fig. 4; the second, O.MMA.
14.1.140; ed. pr. Crum/Winlock/Evelyn White 1926, 2: 135 and 320 no. 611, pl. XIV; cf. Cribore
1926, 213 no. 168. The third preserves Iliad 1.201: “And to him speaking he addressed winged
words” (koL pv @wv- / noog enea - / Tepoevta m- / poonuda); ed. pr. Crum/Winlock/Evelyn
White 1926, 2: 135 and 320 no. 613; cf. Cribiore 1996, 225 no. 226; the fourth, Iliad 1.22: “Then
indeed all the others...” (evB aAAot plev] / mavTeg); ed. pr. Crum and Evelyn White, Monastery of
Epiphanius 2, 135 and 320 nos. 614; cf. Cribiore 1996, 226 no. 227.

103 Whether the four ostraca should be broadly classified as school related, solely “scribal,”
or both, remains a topic of debate (cf. Bucking 2007, 21-47; Maravela 2018, 125-149). It is note-
worthy, however, that sans a monastic frame, the inclusion of Homeric content is routinely
named a traditional marker of pedagogical provenance.
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Fig. 12: lliad 1.1-2 Monastery of Epiphanius (0.MMA 14.1.139).

As pedagogically consonant with the ‘building blocks’ Marrou proposes, is a
large Epiphanian ostracon that preserves a sizable collection of Menandrian
“gnomoi monostichoi” (fig. 13).1%*

104 O.MMA 14.1.210; ed. pr. Crum/Winlock/Evelyn White 1926, 2: 135 and 320-321 no. 615; cf.
Cribiore 1996, 252 no. 319, P1. XLIV; Larsen 2007, 67-69; Larsen 2013a, 59-77; Larsen 2013b, 18
and 34, fig. 7; Larsen 2016, 13-33. (For an alternate reading, see Maravela 2018, 140ff.) Again, a
broader array of classroom examples is well documented. Particularly interesting, however, is
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Fig. 13: Sentences of Menander, Monastery of Epiphanius (0.MMA. 14.1.210).

Like the structures Marrou commends for building wordlists, these are loosely
organized alphabetically, from a (alpha) through ¢ (phi).’® Akin to more famil-
iar collections of Menandrian maxims,'* the first, partially legible line enjoins
“fear of God” ([...]JpoBog BeoD); the second assigns “the beginning [of great wis-
dom” to “learning] letters” (Apyn pleyiotn tob @poveilv 1d] ypdppota). Subse-
quent sentences meld classical and biblical content; each suggestive of practice
with lines that “convey some sound moral lesson”.!"’

a lengthy Greek-Coptic codex included in Hasitzka 1990, 1.202-210 no. 269, 2.95-96; cf. Hage-
dorn/Weber 1968, 15-50.

105 Again, a broader array of classroom examples is well documented. Particularly interest-
ing, however, is a lengthy Greek-Coptic codex included in Hasitzka 1990, 1.202-210 no. 269,
2.95-96; cf. Hagedorn/Weber 1968, 15-50.

106 Cribiore 2001, 178-179; Morgan 1998, 120-122; cf. Carr 2005.

107 Quintilian 1.1.35; cf. Jerome, Ep. 107; Basil, Reg. Fus. 15.
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Sayings

Monastic material (and textual) remains likewise align with Marrou’s observa-
tion that from the second century onward, school texts were increasingly dis-
tinguished by transformation of “short sentences” and “maxims” into “short
passages” comprised of “aphorisms” and “chreiai” (sayings).'® Again, extant
monastic ‘building blocks’ serve to illustrate ‘blueprinted’ forms.

Content preserved on two-sides of an ostracon provenanced to the Monas-
tery of Epiphanius (in Thebes) offers a particularly rich lens for re-scripting
monastic manifestations of broader classroom convention (fig. 14a-b). Faintly
visible on the ostracon’s verso and recto faces, one meets excerpts extracted
from both biblical and monastic texts (and contexts). Examined in conversation,
respective components appear functionally akin to the “simple sentences” and
“chreiai” (or sayings) that played a well-documented, central role in late-
ancient classroom practice.

Fig. 14a-b: Proverbs and Saying, Monastery of Epiphanius (Cairo 44674.118 verso/recto; Photo
Courtesy of K. Brown).

108 Marrou 1956, 156.
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As identified in Crum and Evelyn White’s early transcription, the ostracon’s
verso face preserves two ‘lines from Proverbs’. The first is Proverbs 13.7:

OYN NETEIPE MMOOY NPMMAO EMNTOY Aaay ayw OYN NE[T]@BBIO MMOOY €y2NOYNNOO
MMNTP[MMAO].

There are those who make themselves rich, having nothing, and there are those who
humble themselves, while being very [wealthy] (fig. 14a).

This is followed by Proverbs 13.13:

NETKATAGPONEI NOY2WB CENAKATAGPONE MMO( METP2WB A€ @HTC NTENTOAH [Mai] Ne €Toyox
[MINAaay Naraeo[N] Nawwn[e.

He who despises a matter, he will be despised; the one who acts according to the com-
mandment, [this one] is safe; nothing good will happen [(to a deceitful son)] (fig. 14a).1®®

The recto contains what appears to be a paraphrase of this content; here, re-
framed as a ‘saying’/chreia, attributed to Basil:

BACINOC NIM rap €N€2 MENTAYMAKAPIZE MMOY XEOYNT( XPHMA H NIM MENTA(OYXAl
€(2NOYMTON NCWMa.

Apa Basilios [said:] For who has ever been blessed because he had property, or who has
been saved while in bodily rest (fig. 14b).!*°

By virtue of traditional cataloguing, this artifact has long escaped categorization
as school related. However, examined in light of the pedagogical ‘blueprints’
provided by Jerome and Basil, the ostracon’s juxtaposed content is suggestive.
The combination of two “moral maxims” — gleaned from Proverbs, re-worked
as a “saying” — attributed to a famous philosopher (and monk), effectively
mirrors the pedagogical models that both Marrou, and his ancient/late-ancient
predecessors define as increasingly characteristic of foundational pedagogical
practice.™

109 Cairo 44674.118 (verso); ed. pr. Crum/Winlock/Evelyn White 1926, 2: 5 and 157 no. 22.

110 Cairo 44674.118 (recto); ed. pr. Crum/Winlock/Evelyn White 1926, 2: 12 and 163 no. 52. In
attendant commentary, Crum and Evelyn White classify the ‘saying’ as elsewhere “unattested.”
Cf. Larsen 2013b, 18-19, 32; 2016, 13-33; 2018a, 101-124.

111 Marrou 1956, 156; In introducing his compendium of Progymnasmata, Kennedy suggests
that the classroom forms which governed such re-formulation were as ubiquitous as the “struc-
tural features of classical architecture” (ix); cf. Hock/O’Neil 1986.
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Passages

A final classroom ‘building block’ is as provocative. Published by Raffaella
Cribiore in 1997, its content — preserved on a sizable pottery sherd, usefully
elucidates Marrou’s emphasis on the classroom links that connect “short sen-
tences” with longer “passages.” Although the ostracon is again provenanced
to the Egyptian desert, the passage is drawn from a homily, likewise attributed
to the urbane, Basil of Caesarea.!> Per Cribiore’s re-construction, the lines read
as follows:

(1a) [ToUT6 g0t TO Prpa Kal Aapmpdg eVNUEPODVTI TIOTE Kai TavTog ToD Biov katd]

(1) [podv @epopélvou xpnolipwg mapaotioeTan Womep Ti§ dyadog cvpBoviog] [vmopvne]w
@epwv [GvOpwmivwv. Kal pévtot kai Do MepLoTd-]

oewg mefopévw ev [kalp@ Gv yévorto Tf Kapdig KATEMQESOUEVOV WG HATE TVPW TPOG
aA[aoveiav Vriépoykov EmapOijval prite &rmo-]

(G) V]

WG piite VW Tipog aA[afoveiav VrEpoykov Emapdijval prTe &mo-]

(5) [vlyvwoet mpog ayevv[n Sucbupiav kataneoeiv. [IAovTw ko-] pag kal mpoyovolg pléya
@POVETG; Kail EmaydAAn matpidt kai K&A-] Aet 0WpaTog Kal Taig [mapd mavtwy Tipaic; Ipo-
0€XE 0EQUT®)]

oTL BvnTog €1 011 YA €1 k[ai €ig yAv anelevon. MepiBAear Tovg] mpo 00D ev Taig opoAialg
niepLpaveialg e£eTacbévtag.]

(10) mo¥ ot Tag moArtika[g Suvaateiag mepBePAnpévor;] mov ot dulo]paxw]tatot [priTopeg;
10D 01 1&g Ttavnyvpetg] 8[atiBeveg | ot Aapm[pot inmotpdeot ot otpatnyoi.]

ol oatpamn|at] ol Tupavy [oL o0 TavTA KOVIG; O Ttav-] Ta ubBo[g; ovK év dAlyolg GoTEOIG T&
pvn-] (15) pldovval tlfils [wiig adtdv;]

“Give heed to yourself”: This admonition, like a good counselor who reminds you of hu-
man things will be useful to you when you are enjoying brilliant success and your whole
life goes with the stream. And even when you are cast down by crisis it might profitably be
recited again and again by your heart that you may not fall into boastful pride because of
vanity nor for desperation become ignobly disheartened. Is wealth your boast? Are you
proud of your ancestors? Do you find cause for glory in your fatherland, in physical beau-
ty, in the honors universally given to you? Give heed to yourself for you are mortal, “for
dust you are and unto dust you shall return.” Pass in review those persons who have en-
joyed positions of eminence before you. Where are those who held the exercise of political
power? Where the peerless orators? Where are they who had charge of the national as-
semblies — the famous breeders of horses, the generals, the governors, the sovereigns?
Are not they all dust? Are not they all legend? Is it not true that a few bones are the memo-
rial to the life of these men?

112 Marrou 1956, 156.
113 0.Col. inv. 766; ed. pr. Cribiore 1997, 187-193; cf. Basil, Homilia in illud: “Attende tibi ipsi”
(CPG 2847). See Cribiore 1997 and Larsen 2017, 170 fig. 18 for photos.
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Cribiore argues that the text’s awkward nomenclature, haphazard punctuation,
and the nature of the topic itself, suggests a document that served as a class-
room copying exercise, perhaps a ‘building block’ used to practice lexical signs
and accents.'

The passage simultaneously illustrates the static ‘blueprints’ and malleable
content ‘blocks’ endemic to classroom work. While the excerpt is framed as a
pithy paragraph, its focal point is a simple maxim: npooexe oeavt® (“Give heed
to yourself”)." Traditionally attributed to one (or more) of the ‘seven sages’ of
classical antiquity — not unlike the elastic gnomoi monostochoi loosely collected
as ‘Sentences of Menander’ — the short aphorism is drawn from a core of con-
ventional source material, routinely deployed with pedagogical goals in mind."®
Serving as a ‘textbook’ example of constructive classroom habits, its ‘elabora-
tion’ richly illustrates the “structural features” of classic reformulations; and at
a later stage, the compositional “habits” of literate elites.”

As significant, however, is the degree to which Basil’s well practiced pars-
ing of a simple sentence, at once, elucidates and de-stabilizes Marrou’s interpre-
tive frame."® Qua copying exercise, Basil’s homily elegantly illustrates the
“structural forms” that bind “short maxims” with “short sentences” and ulti-
mately, longer “passages.”™ Simultaneously, this building block’s melding of
classical, Christian and monastic content — not to mention its Egyptian prove-
nance — insistently challenges the colonialist constructs, which Marrou has
selectively scaffolded. Belying the binaries of simple or sophisticated, spiritual
or pedagogical, monastic or urbane, Basil’s elaboration showcases deft manipu-
lation of the ‘elementary exercises’/progymnasmata which defined a broad
range of classroom composition.”® Per George Kennedy, like the “structural

114 Cribiore 1997, 192; Cribiore notes that a similar text was translated into Latin by Rufinus in
398 CE, and is preserved in a number of medieval manuscripts (187); cf. Rudberg 1962, 152.
Simultaneously, she observes that the looseness of applied translation techniques “does not
help in determining the correct text of the homily” (187); cf. Brock 1979, 69-87.

115 When encountered nested in a lengthy treatise of substantive proportion, it is easy to
overlook the classroom contexts in which such content would have found its form.

116 In discussing Literate Education in the Hellenistic and Roman Worlds, Morgan 1998 notes
that “more gnomic [sentences] survive [in schoolhands], than fragments of any other literature
or any other exercise” 122. As demonstrated here, such content is derivatively manifested in the
treatises, sermons and stories that more advanced application facilitated; cf. Larsen 2001, 1-11;
2013b, 1-32.

117 Cf. Kennedy 2003; Hock/O’Neil 1986; et al.

118 Marrou 1956, 156.

119 Kennedy 2003, ix.

120 Cf. Larsen 2018b, 471-490; Amsler, this volume.
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features of classical architecture,” these forms governed the construction of all
ancient literature (east and west), from the Hellenistic period, through late an-
tiquity, into Byzantium, and beyond."

5 Conclusions

In his brief essay, “Reading Resistance, Resisting Interpretation,” Vincent Wim-
bush premises that “all historical interpretive efforts and their methods and
approaches illuminate some things, cast shadows over others ... they fore-
ground some things, render into the background certain others.”'? The interpre-
tive emphases that define discussions of monastic pedagogy in Henri-Irénée
Marrou’s History of Ancient Education, might serve as a case study of Wimbush’s
assessment. While examples abound, the stubborn imprint of Marrou’s influence
in “constructing knowledge” of monastic late antiquity is perhaps nowhere more
apparent than in Yun Lee Too’s early twenty-first century, commemorative an-
thology — aimed at “rethinking of [Marrou’s] totalizing history.”'*

The volume’s rich range of studies features an impressive cast of scholars,
tasked with re-assessing almost every aspect of Marrou’s chronicle. Topics
range from the question of ‘Public’ and ‘Private’ in early Greek institutions of
education, to ‘Schools of Platonic Philosophy’ in the Late Roman Empire.'” A
penultimate treatise, authored by Sara Rappe, addresses the inclusion and sub-
traction of “Pagan Elements in Christian Education.”® The bulk of Rappe’s
essay traces a trajectory defined by the writings of early Church Fathers. How-
ever, a final segment additionally takes up the question of monastic education.
Here, Rappe astutely identifies monasticism as “a kind of absent chapter” in the
history of education. Simultaneously, her re-assessment remains reliant on
Marrou’s broader scaffolding; that monasticism remained a type of Christian

121 Kennedy 2003, ix; Re-working a maxim/‘saying’, elsewhere attributed to the Delphic sages
(and identified by Plato as the “essence of true education”), the elaboration moves from state-
ment, to paraphrase, to cause, contrary, comparison, example and recapitulation; Cf. Larsen
2018b, 471-490; Amsler, this volume.

122 Wimbush 1997, 1.

123 Too 2001.

124 Griffith 2001.

125 Lamberton 2001.

126 Rappe 2001.
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school “wholly devoted to religion and had none of the features of the old clas-
sical school.”

Per Marrou, Rappe’s “re-thinking” begins with immediate reference to the
Life of Antony. It then moves to the well-worn apophthegmatic dismissal of lit-
erate education attributed to Evagrius and Arsenius (cited above). Re-framing
Marrou, Rappe identifies the ‘classically’ educated Evagrius as “one of the most
original thinkers and radical teachers in the tradition.”"”® However, her broader
parsing of Evagrius’ pedagogical preoccupations remains reliant on Marrou’s
colonialist foundations. Privy to the same ‘blueprints’ commended by his peers,
there is good evidence to suggest that Evagrius fostered complex networks of
pedagogical exchange — both within and beyond the Egyptian desert.” Follow-
ing Marrou, however, Rappe’s essay leaves the literate Evagrius “pitted against
the fathers,” an urban intellectual “facing off” with “desert wisdom.”**°

Inadvertently, Rappe’s mirrored reiteration of Marrou’s mid-century anal-
yses usefully registers the cumulative weight of Marrou’s interpretive scaffold-
ing. As readily, it elucidates Tom Hunt’s recent investigation of the “influence of
French colonial[ism] on the study of late antiquity” in general, and the work of
Henri-Irénée Marrou, in particular.® Hunt premises that the frameworks which
define emergent conceptualizations of “late antiquity” were cast in the crucible
of French “colonial humanism” and, as such, remain dependent on colonial
ideals in their “constitution.”? The re-scaffolding proposed in this essay docu-
ments the degree to which the same colonial ideals have derivatively defined
discussions of monastic education.

The residual binaries rendered patent in re-scaffolding the “missing chap-
ter” that is monastic education, underscore the degree to which recognizing the
constructed character of all knowledge, retains the potential to re-shape broad-
er history — both ancient and contemporary. In turn, as elite institutions grap-
ple with the powerful challenges implicit to listening to (and for) long silenced
voices, the contemporary urgency of ‘inspecting’ the interpretive presupposi-
tions used in scaffolding notions of knowledge, grows ever more acute. When
testing the integrity of colonialist foundations, re-reading pedagogical blue-
prints, and re-assessing the arrangement of primary building blocks — the deep

127 Marrou 1956, 330.
128 Rappe 2001, 423.

129 Larsen 2021, 313-332.
130 Rappe 2001, 423, 430.
131 Hunt 2018, 255-278.
132 Hunt 2018, 255.
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roots that anchor historical systems (and notions) of ‘elite’ and ‘less elite’ learn-
ing are impossible to ignore. That they can be traced to the delimiting influence
of a singular individual, and/or school of thought is, at once, sobering and lib-
erating. As importantly, however, it is a mandate to explore further.
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Robert Edwards

Grammar in the School of Diodore of Tarsus:
An Institutional Context for the Transfer of
Exegetical Knowledge

Abstract: This essay offers a description of the production of exegetical
knowledge in the school of Diodore of Tarsus, a Christian school which was
active in Syrian Antioch in the latter half of the fourth century. Against a back-
ground of scholarship which has attempted to extract an exegetical “method”
from Diodore’s biblical commentaries, and in which Diodore and his students
were “influenced” by their grammatical education, it argues that the extant
commentaries of Diodore and his student Theodore of Mopsuestia actually de-
rive from the context of grammatical instruction. The larger institutional context
of this grammatical instruction and of the commentaries produced therefrom
are also described: the school, which also included higher instruction in theolo-
gy (at the level of philosophy or rhetoric) was likely connected to the hierarchy
of the pro-Nicene diocese in Antioch. This institutional context provided for the
social and economic means for these commentaries to be produced and dissem-
inated.

1 Introduction

Writing in the middle of the sixth century CE, Cassiodorus stated that his
school — which would go on to shape the medieval European liberal arts curric-
ulum — was influenced by the schools of Syria: “I strove (to see to it) that in
Rome ... the Christian schools, more than others, be able to acquire acknowl-
edged professors, as is reported was for a long time a custom in Alexandria and
as we are told is zealously displayed even now by the Hebrews at Nisibis, city of
the Syrians.” Despite the mention of “Hebrews,” it is widely accepted that the
latter school refers to the Christian school of Nisibis: Cassiodorus had likely

1 Cassiodorus, Inst. praef. 1 (Biirsgens 2003, 92): Nisus sum cum beatissimo Agapito papa urbis
Romae ut, sicut in Alexandria multo tempore fuisse traditur institutum, nunc etiam in Nisibi
civitate Syrorum Hebraeis dedulo fertur exponi, collatis expensis in urbe professos doctores
scholae potius acciperent Christianae. My translation is adapted slightly from Fiaccadori 1985,
135.

3 Open Access. © 2023 Robert Edwards, published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111010311-010
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heard of these schools from the works of Junillus Africanus, who was himself
familiar with the exegetical works of the school of Nisibis.? In the school of Nis-
ibis itself were produced multiple texts which tell of the school’s founding, and
the student-teacher genealogies provided usually begin with Antiochene teach-
ers, among whom are Diodore of Tarsus and Theodore of Mopsuestia.®> Although
there is a mythological flavor to these genealogies, it remains that the Syrian
“scholastic culture” (as Adam Becker has termed it) did make extensive use of
the biblical commentaries of Theodore of Mopesuestia, and, to a lesser extent,
those of Diodore.” Thus, there is a pedagogical lineage which can be traced from
Diodore of Tarsus — whose work is the subject of this essay — to the medieval
university. However, more than simply demonstrating the importance of Dio-
dore, this lineage (from Antioch to Nisibis to Constantinople to southern Italy)
shows the close relationship that exists in late antiquity between institutional
contexts and the production of texts, which together contribute to the creation
and propagation of exegetical knowledge. This paper describes Diodore’s school
as one of these institutional contexts in which exegetical knowledge was con-
structed and propagated through grammar teaching and the writing of gram-
matical biblical commentaries.

My description of this school has two starting points, one less controversial
than the other. The first is the existence of some sort of Christian school in Syri-
an Antioch in the latter half of the fourth century, which was led by Diodore of
Tarsus. We know a little about this school from sources which were written not
too long after the existence of the school itself. Socrates of Constantinople, writ-
ing his Ecclesiastical History sometime in the 440s, mentions that John Chrysos-
tom and Theodore of Mopsuestia — among others — “became pupils in monastic
exercises with Diodore and Carterius, who then directed a monastery. After this
Diodore became bishop of Tarsus and composed many books, attending to the
simple letter of the divine Scriptures and refraining from contemplation
(thedria).”® Shortly thereafter Sozomen largely copied Socrates’ account.® In the
first half of the fifth century, Theodoret of Cyrrhus — himself from Antioch —
also mentions Diodore’s teaching role in several different contexts: first, as the

2 See Fiaccadori 1985; Barnish 1989; O’Donnell 1979, 133-134; Halporn 2004, 25.

3 These sources are conveniently translated in Becker 2008.

4 Becker 2006a; 2006b.

5 Socrates, Hist. eccl. 6.3.6—7 (Périchon-Maraval 2006, 264—266): HabnTeVOVOLV EIG TX GOKN-
kG Aodwpw kai Koaptepiw, oltiveg ToTe pév dokntnpiwv mpolotavto, Adwpog 8¢ adtdv
Votepov Eniokomnog Tapood yevopevog ToAAG BBAIX cuveypapev, YIAG TG ypappaTtt TV Beiwv
TIPOTEXWV YPAPDV, TAG Oewpiag ATV EKTPETOUEVOG.

6 Sozomen, Hist. eccl. 8.2.5-6.
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teacher of Theodore of Mopsuestia and John Chrysostom and, second, as one
who educated Antioch’s clergy in theology and polemics.”

The second, more controversial starting point is that there is some kind of
coherence to the exegesis of Christians who have, for the last two centuries,
usually been labelled “Antiochenes,” belonging to the “Antiochene school.”®
Although the idea that there is a common Antiochene exegetical method has
come under increasing scrutiny in recent years — especially with the breakdown
of the Alexandria-Antioch dichotomy — several scholars have shown that there
are genuine textual relationships among the exegetical works of many of the
figures usually associated with the school.’ It is not only a vague exegetical
“method” that connects the figures of the school (as has so often been as-
sumed), but common textual interpretations of obscure passages — interpreta-
tions which are exceedingly unlikely to have been arrived at independently of
one another. For example, Hagit Amirav, focusing on select passages from Gen-
esis, showed that Antiochene interpretations — including the proof texts which
exegetes employed to interpret problem passages — are highly consistent
among those exegetes usually identified as Antiochene: Diodore, Theodore,
Chrysostom, of course, but also the earlier Eusebius of Emesa, and the later
Theodoret of Cyrrhus and Gennadius of Constantinople.”® In his work on Adrian
the Exegete’s Introduction to the Divine Scriptures, Peter Martens has shown that
Adrian belongs to a group of exegetes who share (as he rightly says) “striking
similarities” in their specific interpretations of various prophetic verses. In addi-
tion to those just mentioned, to this group belong Polychronius of Apamea
(Theodore’s brother), Adrian himself, Junillus Africanus, Olympiodorus of Alex-
andria (“the Deacon”), and Cosmas Indicopleustes." The similarities among
these interpreters demonstrate something more significant than that they share
exegetical methods: they show that from the middle of the fourth century “Anti-
ochene” interpreters were reading and recycling earlier exegetical texts, and
thus placing themselves within a certain interpretative tradition.

In this paper, I put these two observations together: namely that Diodore’s
school existed as one of the places where this Antiochene interpretative tradi-

7 Theodoret, Hist. eccl. 4.25.4; 5.39.

8 There are too many to count, but the first appear to have been Miinter 1811; the most recent
monograph treatment of this group of exegetes is Hill 2005.

9 Mitchell 2005; Fairbairn 2007; Martens 2012.

10 Amirav 2001; 2003.

11 Martens 2017, 17-19. Martens also points to ter Haar Romeny 1997, 131-139. For the rela-
tionship that Junillus and Cosmas had to the school of Antioch — Theodore of Mopsuestia in
particular — see Becker 2006a.
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tion was transmitted. I describe the institutional context in which Diodore’s
Antiochene commentaries were produced, and therefore one historical instance
of the transmission of this exegetical tradition. Strangely, scholars have rarely
attempted to consider the relationship between Diodore’s and Theodore’s com-
mentaries and this school mentioned by Socrates and other ancient historians,
other than to establish that the Antiochene school — as an intellectual tradition
with an exegetical method — had some basis in a historical school as a specific
institution. Its institutional character has also been described, but not in rela-
tion to the pedagogical program found in the commentaries.” I do rather more
than this, by describing a plausible, if sometimes speculative, school context in
which this concrete Antiochene exegetical knowledge was produced and passed
down.

I therefore describe the social and material conditions that allowed this ex-
egetical knowledge to be transmitted — where and how the propagation and
transmission of this exegetical knowledge took place. Such a description is
crucial because, as I elaborate on below, Antiochene exegesis has often been
abstracted into an intellectual “method” devoid of historical context. However,
we know that the reading of old books and the production of new books did not
take place in isolation. For example, Diodore would not have read Eusebius of
Emesa’s commentaries as a lone, virtuoso scholar, burning the midnight oil in
his study.” Rather, as William Johnson has shown, across Greco-Roman antiqui-
ty, reading and writing was a social, communal activity."* Furthermore, all
manner of practices — social, material, textual — of reading and writing con-
tributed to the production not only of an intellectual “method,” but also of
books: namely, exegetical commentaries. The most plausible context in which

12 The most extensive treatment of the institutional character of Diodore’s school is Leconte
1957, who critiques Meyer 1933 and Baur 1929-1930. Because the ancient mentions of Diodore’s
school are usually contained in narrations of John Chrysostom’s life, scholarly accounts of the
school are also often related to Chrysostom (as Meyer and Baur). However, more recent ac-
counts of Chrysostom’s life do not include extensive descriptions (or at least re-assessments) of
the school itself (Kelly 1995; Brdndle 1999). Many passing comments are also made about the
school, but often with little reflection on how Diodore’s school might have compared to other
schools or what role it might have played in passing down exegetical knowledge (e.g., Liebes-
chuetz 2011, 127-130).

13 See, e.g., Schaublin 1974, 12, who draws from a statement made by Theodore in his Com-
mentary on John to argue that the preacher’s (i.e., John Chrysostom’s) exegesis is determined by
its homiletical context, while Theodore’s scholarly commentary contains “pure” intellectual
exegesis. For an account of the exegetical and theological differences between Theodore and
John Chrysostom, see Edwards 2021.

14 Johnson 2009; 2010.
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Diodore passed on his exegetical knowledge, in part through his commentaries,
is his school in Antioch.

This paper falls into two parts. The first establishes that the commentaries
of Diodore were produced in a school context — specifically in the instruction of
grammar. While it has been argued that these figures were “influenced” intel-
lectually by their grammatical and rhetorical educations, this sections shows
that the connection is much closer than this: the commentaries derive from a
school context in which grammar was taught on the basis of biblical texts. The
second considers the larger institutional context in which the transmission of
exegetical knowledge was made possible at this particular point in time: what
the rest of the school might have looked like, and what hierarchical and eco-
nomic factors allowed for this institution to flourish — and thus for exegetical
knowledge to be propagated and passed on.

2 Diodore’s Grammar School and Its
Commentaries

Since the publication of Christoph Schaublin’s pioneering work on Theodore’s
and Diodore’s exegetical remains and, in the Anglophone world, Frances
Young’s independent evaluation of the same, it has become very common to
claim that the “school of Antioch” is influenced by late ancient grammatical
and rhetorical schools.” Even if the particulars of their arguments differ, both
are concerned to show that these schools have “influenced” Diodore’s and The-
odore’s exegesis. Indeed, “influence” stands in the title of Young’s essay, while
it is Schdublin’s stated goal to come to a new understanding of the school of
Antioch’s FEinfliisse and its Hintergrund. Likewise, both are concerned with
charting continuities and discontinuities in methods (Methoden) and exegetical
principles (Grundsdtze). Schdaublin amasses a huge amount of material to show
that Diodore’s and Theodore’s exegesis resemble the exegesis of the grammar
schools of antiquity — not, of course, in the interpretation of Homer and the
Tragedians, but in the interpretation of the Bible.

While Schdublin shows convincingly that there is a relationship between
grammatical instruction and the commentaries of Diodore and Theodore, his
methodological approach leaves something to be desired. He chooses Diodore
and Theodore as paradigms of the school of Antioch because, in contrast to the

15 Schéiublin 1974; Young 1989.
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works of John Chrysostom and Theodoret of Cyrrhus, their extant works are
“pure and clear” (rein und deutlich) representations of the school’s exegesis,
before it has been put to pastoral use.” However, because Schédublin is so fo-
cused on locating exegetical “methods,” he ignores a good deal of the evidence
even from Diodore — namely, those parts of his Commentary on the Octateuch
which do not comport methdologically with a “typical ‘Antiochene’ achieve-
ment.”” Although he shrugs off this material, the evidence calls into question
whether Antiochene exegesis, even in its “purest” form, is characterized by a
consistent method.

Schéublin himself points towards a new answer to the problem of the co-
herence of Antiochene commentary. In the same chapter that he laments the
loss of the “Antiochene” character of Diodore’s exegesis in the Commentary on
the Octateuch, he shows that the extant fragments of the commentary belong to
the genre of questions and answers (problemata kai luseis), which was a com-
mon school exercise in antiquity.’® In other words, the commentaries of Diodore,
whether or not they are characterized by a common method, are coherent inso-
far as they are derivative of a school context.

It should come as no surprise that these commentaries would come from a
school context, since in late antiquity there is plenty of evidence of commen-
taries coming from a variety of school contexts: philosophical, grammatical,
mathematical.” Furthermore, the commentaries were produced in different
ways, having different relationships to the act of teaching: some were lecture
notes taken by students; some were written directly (but, of course, probably
with the help of students, slaves, or other clergy) by someone who also taught
philosophy; the texts of some were more “closed” based on the authority of the
author, while some were more “open” and continued to be revised through
successive generations of readers.® Some of these commentaries were, of
course, grammatical. And it is especially these — more so than the philosophi-

16 Sché&ublin 1974, 11-12.

17 Schéublin 1974, 54.

18 Schaublin 1974, 56-57. Naturally, question and answer literature was not produced only
within schools, but would leave a lasting impression in the “higher” literature of those educat-
ed in various subject areas. For example, within Diodore’s circle, John Chrysostom often craft-
ed sermons around problemata kai luseis (Mitchell forthcoming). Also see Reggiani 2020, esp.
181-184; Leith 2009.

19 See Taub 2017, esp. 86-90; Cribiore 2001, 142-143; Sharples 1990. Many have simply as-
sumed that commentaries come from pedagogical contexts: Most 1999; Sluiter 1999.

20 Taub 2017, 90. On enslaved persons who were often involved in the production of knowledge
in antiquity, see Coogan, in this volume.
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cal — which should be classified as school texts; they were often produced in
close proximity to teaching. As Raffaella Cribiore notes, the grammarian espe-
cially drew on commentaries, which were “geared toward rendering the text
more easily approachable. Though learned points from erudite commentaries
occasionally crept in, much of that information was omitted in favor of a con-
centration on notes of grammatical character, brief paraphrases, and glos-
sographical material.”” As we will see, Cribiore’s description of the didactic
commentaries of the grammarians, who commented on Homer and the Tragedi-
ans, applies also to Diodore’s and Theodore’s biblical commentaries.

Diodore’s and Theodore’s commentaries include what Raffaella Cribiore re-
fers to as the “historical” side of grammar: “extracting from a text all of its con-
stitutive elements, dealing not only with realia of persons and historical, geo-
graphical, and mythological components but also with glosses, figures, and
tropes.”” This included the “elucidation of unfamiliar vocabulary,” “expanding
on mythological matters,” and “provid[ing] explanatory details on persons,
places, and events mentioned in a text,” as well as often extensive etymologiz-
ing.? With the exception of etymologies (which the Antiochenes employ less
than, say, Philo of Alexandria), Cribiore’s descriptions of the “historical” side of
grammar — and what Bonner refers to as the “literary”* — is exactly what we
find in the commentaries of Diodore and Theodore. Because there were different
ways of categorizing the parts of grammar in antiquity, below I follow Frances
Young, who employs Quintilian’s terminology, and divide my discussion into
methodiké — “analys[ing] a verse into parts of speech, metre, etc., to note lin-
guistic usage, especially commenting on acceptable and unacceptable usage
and style, to discuss the different meanings which may be given to each word,
to expound unusual words, to elucidate figures of speech or ornamental devic-
es” — and historiké — “explain[ing] the stories[,] unpack[ing] allusions to classi-
cal myths, gods, heroes, legends, histories.””

Under methodiké fall a number of the interpretative comments that occur in
Diodore’s and Theodore’s commentaries on the psalms.® Both comment on

21 Cribiore 2001, 142.

22 Cribiore 2001, 206.

23 Cribiore 2001, 207-210.

24 Bonner 1977.

25 Young 1989, 185, 187.

26 Here I primarily draw upon Diodore’s Commentary on the Psalms, in order to supplement
the evidence identified by Schaublin, who was unable to make use of this commentary, since
there was still uncertainty as to its authenticity. It remained unedited until Olivier 1980 — six
years after Schaublin’s book was published.
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instances in which a psalm contains a verbal tense which goes against the sense
of the psalm. These comments are plentiful, and occur on almost every page of
Theodore’s commentary in particular; yet a single example from Diodore will
suffice — the first instance of such a comment in his Commentary, on Psalm 3:
“One tense is used in place of another tense in these lines, and this is found
frequently in the psalms.”” Likewise, Diodore frequently comments on the use
of the dative and accusative cases with the verb krino. For example, “It should
be noted that if ‘Judge me’ is used with the dative, it means ‘Vindicate me,’ as
has often been said; but if ‘Judge me’ or ‘Judge them’ is used with the accusa-
tive, it means ‘Condemn them.””? He often offers definitions of terms which are
particular to the Psalms, sometimes repeating himself; for example, he defines
“ready” (£towov) as “firm” (£8paiov) and “solid” (BéBatov) at least three times
in his Commentary.” Likewise, both he and Theodore define obscure terms,
sometimes differently from one another: for example, Diodore takes 6mAov kai
Bupeod in Ps 34:2 — the latter being obscure — to refer to a round shield and a
rectangular shield respectively, while Theodore takes the first to refer to all the
accoutrements of war, and the second to a shield.>*® Both Theodore and Diodore
(as well as Chrysostom) comment on Scripture’s various linguistic “habits”
(ethe); both comment time and again on the Psalms’ tendency to substitute
actions for speech: commenting on Psalm 2, Diodore writes, “[the Psalmist] took
‘saying’ not as speech but as an event,” and a little further on in his comments
on the same Psalm, “Again ‘Then he will say’ is as an event.”*

Both Diodore and Theodore comment on multiple Greek versions of the
Psalms — as does John Chrysostom — but each in different ways. Theodore is
the most exuberant citer of the versions, and they also do the most work in his
commentary, where he attempts to look for the version which expresses the

27 Diodore, Comm. Ps. 3.5 (Olivier 1980, 18): Xpdvog avti xpdvou Keltal &v TOig 0TiXolg, Kai
T0UTO TOAAGKOD TWV YPoAP@DV EVPIOKETAL.

28 Diodore, Comm. Ps. 25.1b (Olivier 1980, 149): Enpewwtéov T00TO OTL €l TTOTE €Ml TiiG SOTIKAG
KETTAL TO KPIVOV oL, Sikaoov pot Aéyel, kaBwg moANdKLG elpnTar €l 8¢ £mi Tfig aitiaTikfg Tebein
TO KpIvOv pe { kpivov adTovg, katadikaoov avtovg Aéyel. Also see Diodore, Comm. Ps. 5.11a
(Olivier 1980, 31); Comm. Ps. 42.1b (Olivier 1980, 258).

29 Diodore, Comm. Ps. 7.13-14a (Olivier 1980, 41); Comm. Ps. 32.14a (Olivier 1980, 190); Comm.
Ps. 37.18 (Olivier 1980, 232).

30 Diodore, Comm. Ps. 34.2 (Olivier 1980, 200); Theodore, Comm. Ps. 34.26b (Hill 2006, 384).
31 Diodore, Comm. Ps. 2.3 (Olivier 1980, 13): To «Aéyovteg» ok &mi @wvig #haPev, AN éml
TIPAYUOTOG,.

32 Diodore, Comm. Ps. 2.5 (Olivier 1980, 14): «Tdte AaAroew mdA €mi mpdypatog. Also see
Comm. Ps. 34.3b (Olivier 1980, 201).
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thought of the psalm “more clearly” (pavepwtepov).® All of them favor Symma-
chus over the other versions. Similarly, each comments on places where the
sense of the Psalm is unclear as a result of the translation from Hebrew, even if
they appear not to know Hebrew or ever Syriac.** Furthermore, although it is
unclear exactly where the use of tropes should fall — whether methodiké or
historiké (and different theorists of grammar class these differently) — meta-
phors and comparisons are especially explained in these commentaries. All of
these comments so far mentioned, which occupy a significant part of the com-
mentaries of Diodore and Theodore, are typical of grammar, and fall in Young’s
category (following Quintilian) of methodikeé.

Likewise, the commentaries often include comments which fall under his-
toriké. For every Psalm Diodore and Theodore interpret, they mention the
psalm’s hypothesis — its theme. These hypotheseis often are based on the histor-
ical figures and events found in other biblical books (especially Kings and Mac-
cabees), but the commentators sometimes draw on extra-biblical material, as in
Theodore’s mention of Josephus.*® Therefore, sometimes David is speaking
about his own experiences, and sometimes he is prophesying about future
events. More striking still are those psalms which have a sort of double persona,
where David — one persona (prosopon) — assumes the persona of yet another
biblical character (often Hezekiah).*® These hypotheseis are sometimes very
lengthy, and the commentators often refer to the books from which they have
learned of the stories by name. Then, in the verse-by-verse commentary that
follows from these historical hypotheseis, Diodore and Theodore can be ex-
tremely specific with respect to the historical referents of various details in the
Psalms.” For example, Diodore comments, “And again it says ‘dog’ here in the
place of ‘Absalom and Ahithophel’”;?® “He is talking about the same Assyrians,

33 See, for example, Theodore, Comm. Ps. 34.8a (Hill 2006, 356).

34 See, for example, Diodore, Comm. Ps. 26.6a (Olivier 1980, 155).

35 Theodore, Comm. Ps. 34.13b (Hill 2006, 368).

36 For example, as in Diodore’s interpretation of Pss 19 and 31.

37 Diodore also thinks some of the Psalms do not have “historical” referents, but are instead
“general,” for the teaching of doctrine or ethics, for example in his interpretation of Pss 1 and 18.
38 Comm. Ps. 21.21 (Olivier 1980, 133): «Kuvog» 8¢ méAwv &vtadBa Aéyet dvti ToD adtod T TOD
ABecoAwp kai ToD AXITOPEA.
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but he calls them ‘unjust witnesses’”;* “Here he calls the verdict against the
Assyrians a ‘word.””*°

I have outlined these points of Diodore’s and Theodore’s exegesis, which
are fairly well-known, not in order to show that their interpretative method is
influenced by grammar, but to show that the commentaries themselves are
evidence of schoolroom teaching, namely, grammatical instruction. The exeget-
ical methods cannot be extracted from the form of the work; and indeed both
the commentary form and the grammatical content point towards the grammar
schoolroom as the historical context of the production and ongoing use of these
commentaries.

3 From Schoolroom to Commentary

How exactly classroom instruction related to written commentary in Greco-
Roman antiquity is not altogether clear. However, it is doubtful that there was
only a single kind of relationship between the two. Some late antique commen-
taries derive from the notes of students, while philosophical commentaries are
often written (i.e., taken down by a scribe) for pedagogical purposes, but less
closely resemble classroom instruction. Probably in other cases, we have notes
from classroom instruction which a scribe took down, and which the teacher
would then edit accordingly — or even unedited transcripts.

In his study of Eusebius of Emesa, ter Haar Romeny assumes that Antioch-
ene commentaries employed the last option, and on the basis of these commen-
taries — and with the help of a famous essay on grammar by Hermann Usener —
describes the activities that he thinks would have taken place within the Anti-
ochene schoolroom.” First would come the reading of the text to be interpreted
(16 GvayvwoTtikdv) — with proper “accentuation, word division, and punctua-
tion.”* The next two parts, 10 &ényntikov and 10 SlopBwTikdv, can come in
either order. The latter is shorter in the Antiochenes than the former, including
references to other versions and to the Hebrew, while the former is longer, and
entails use of four “tools” (6pyava): TO YA\WTTNUATIKOV, TO i0TOPKAOV, TO HETPL-

39 Diodore, Comm. Ps. 26.12b (Olivier 1980, 157): AUToUg Aéyet Toug Aooupioug. «Adikoug» 8¢
«HAPTLPAGH AVTOVG KAAEL

40 Diodore, Comm. Ps. 32.4 (Olivier 1980, 187): «AGyov» évtaDBa KaAET THV AmO@aotv THV KaTd
TV Aooupiwv.

41 ter Haar Romeny 1997, 97-100. Usener 1892.

42 ter Haar Romeny 1997, 97.
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KOV, TO TeXVIKOV. The exegetical stuff of these “tools” is largely the same as what
we have seen Frances Young describe as ioTtopikr and peBodikr|, and Cribiore as
the “historical” part of grammar. Finally would come 1 kpioi§ momudtwv or 16
Kkpltikov, which ter Haar Romeny identifies with moral or theological teaching,
particularly typology (thedria). Although I am not as confident as ter Haar
Romeny that we can arrive with such precision at the pedagogical process of
Diodore’s or Theodore’s schoolroom, it is possible that this is not far off the
mark.®

Notably, the commentaries of Diodore and Theodore lack a significant part
of what fell under the purview of grammar. For example, there is no evidence in
the commentaries of 10 &vayvwotikév — though this is not the kind of exercise
that would lend itself to being written down — nor of the “classification and
definition of the various parts of speech,” and no review of declensions or con-
jugations.* When Diodore and Theodore do comment on verb tense or the uses
of the dative or genitive, they assume that their audiences know these basics
well. Likewise, the commentaries do not refer to the “technical” side of gram-
mar — namely “letters, syllables, parts of speech, parsing and scansion,
spelling, [and] correct Greek (with analogy, barbarisms, and solecisms).”* In
other words, although the categories that grammarians used varied, this “tech-
nical” and more elementary part of grammatical instruction is mostly excluded
from Antiochene commentaries.*

If these commentaries really testify to grammatical instruction, then why
precisely these elements are excluded is not clear. It was probably not consid-
ered useful to record these more elementary aspects of grammar, and indeed
there is little written evidence of this more elementary instruction in any of our
sources. Furthermore, Diodore’s grammatical curriculum could have included

43 We have been duly warned: Cribiore 2001, 143: “The transmitted school exercises are pre-
cious skeletons of ancient instruction, mere shadows of what went on in the classroom. They
reach us as if in a vacuum, almost always deprived of the voice of the teacher...”; Sharples
1990, 83: “trying to establish what happened in that school and how it functioned is compara-
ble to the task we would have if we had to establish what went on in a philosophy department
in a modern university on the basis of a selection of books by the professor and a confused
collection of his papers, the notes from which he lectured and the essays of his students, with
no obvious indication of which were which.”

44 Cribiore 1996, 52.

45 Bonner 1977, 52.

46 But, see Young (1989, 184): “Quintilian regrets that many teachers do not pay enough
attention to these preliminary mechanical foundations, but rush on to display the more inter-
esting aspects of their act.”
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different types of classroom instruction, with these commentaries giving access
to only one sort; alternatively, these more mundane details might have been
edited out of the commentary itself by the selectiveness of the scribe or by the
choice of the commentator upon reviewing the transcript.

Fortunately, we also have a close comparandum for Diodore’s school,
namely that of Didymus the Blind in Alexandria. Didymus and Diodore were
teaching at the same time: though Didymus appears to have had a longer teach-
ing career, both were active in the middle to the latter half of the fourth century.
In Didymus’ case, we have not only some of his biblical commentaries, but also
a couple of texts that appear to be lecture notes. It is usually thought that the
lecture notes were taken down by stenographers in order to serve as the basis
for a more polished, revised commentary. By some accident of history, these
were never turned into a more literary commentary, but survive only in this
unpolished form.” These lecture notes thus give insight into the relationship
between the teacher and the exegete — the lectures delivered and the commen-
taries later produced. Even if there is not a linear development from the one to
the other, there is a close relationship, for Didymus’ more polished commen-
taries as well as these notes on the Psalms and Ecclesiastes include grammatical
content. In other words, Didymus’ commentaries were not produced in a vacu-
um — he was not a “pure” exegete — but within a specific pedagogical envi-
ronment. Furthermore, as Blossom Stefaniw has recently argued, it is not just
that the lectures — or even the commentaries — were vaguely “influenced” by
Greco-Roman grammatical instruction, but instead testify to grammatical in-
struction on the basis of biblical texts instead of Homeric or tragic ones.*® Nota-
bly, Didymus’ commentaries and lecture notes only very occasionally include
the more technical, elementary part of grammar. So it is hardly surprising that
those of Diodore and Theodore also lack it.

A crucial question for the transmission of exegetical knowledge is the role
that past interpretations played in Diodore’s classroom. How, materially, does
Diodore access older Antiochene exegetical tradition such that he can pass it
down to his students and, later, to those who read his commentary? We know

47 Bayliss 2015, 33; Nelson 1995, 17. Stefaniw (2019) disagrees with this assessment, especially
given the differences between these lecture notes and the fragments of Didymus’ Commentary
on the Psalms which are extant in the catenae.

48 Stefaniw 2019. Didymus was not the first of the Alexandrians to teach grammar in a Chris-
tian vein, but was preceded by Origen in the previous century: Neuschédfer 1987; Chin 2008,
74-76. Furthermore, Martens 2017 has identified Adrian’s Introduction to the Divine Scrip-
tures — whatever its relationship to Diodore’s school — as a work of grammatical instruction
and Adrian as doing the work of a grammaticus (52-55).
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that one of the marks of many late ancient commentaries is that they engage
closely with previous interpretations;*° Porphyry, in his Life of Plotinus, gives us
a precious (and famous) example of the use that earlier commentaries play in
Plotinus’ schoolroom: “In the meetings, commentaries would be read aloud to
him”; then naming various Platonists and Aristotelians, Porphyry continues:
“Nothing from these commentaries was spoken with absolute authority, but was
peculiar to him and different in theory, and bore the sense of Ammonius in its
insights. He would finish quickly and would briefly give the meaning of a pro-
found theory, and move on.”* It is not necessary that Diodore used other com-
mentaries in a similar way; indeed the commentaries that come down to us
would lead us to believe that he did not operate in this way. Nevertheless, his
commentaries are derivative of earlier Antiochene commentary. Ter Haar Romeny
has shown that Diodore is indebted to Eusebius of Emesa’s interpretation.”' So
even if he did not make use of the physical books of Eusebius or others in the
classroom, he has made substantial use of them at another time. Because we
have less of the earlier Antiochene exegetical tradition, it is harder to trace the
transmission of knowledge from his predecessors to Diodore than it is to trace
from Diodore to those who follow him. And we have already seen that the com-
mentaries of Diodore’s students — those of Theodore and Chrysostom, and
slightly later, Theodoret — were highly derivative of Diodore’s exegesis. And,
likewise, even if they did not carry Diodore’s book into their own classrooms,
they were deeply familiar with his teachings, whether from reading his com-
mentaries or from recalling his grammar lessons (though, as we will see below,
it was likely the former). In any case, the locus of the transmission of exegetical
knowledge was the grammar classroom; closely linked to this classroom are the
commentaries themselves, which then become loci of transmission of exegetical
knowledge in their own right.

Although these grammatical commentaries — whether those of Diodore or
Didymus — do not include everything that falls under the purview of the gram-
matikos, there is a relationship between grammatical instruction and these
commentaries that goes beyond mere “influence.” The commentaries are
grammar. Although the exact process of production of these texts is lost to us

49 See, e.g., Sharples 1990.

50 Porphyry, Life of Plotinus 14.10-18 (Henry/Schwyzer 1964, 17-18): 'Ev 8¢ Taig ouvovaiaig
GVEYIVWOKETO PEV AT TA VTIOUVALOTA, ... EAEYETO 8¢ £k TOUTWV 008EV KaBAmaE, GAN 18l0g
v kai gEnAAaypévog év T Bewpia kol TOV Appwviov @épwv vobv év Taig é€etdoeotv. 'Emin-
poiTo 8¢ Taxewg kai 81’ dAiywv 8ovg voiv Babog Bewpripatog dvioTato.

51 ter Haar Romeny 1997, 131-135.
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(even if we might guess at it), there appears to be a real relationship between
grammar instruction through the psalms and the commentaries themselves,
which together work to transmit the Antiochene exegetical tradition.

4 Higher Education in Diodore’s Asketerion

The pedagogical nature of these commentaries coincides with the information
that ancient historical sources provide: that Diodore was actively teaching at an
institution in Antioch. For the sake of better understanding the context in which
Antiochene exegetical knowledge was passed down, I attempt a broader recon-
struction of the school. This reconstruction is necessarily speculative, but is
nevertheless based upon ancient comparanda, accounts of the late ancient
ecclesiastical historians, and the literary remains of Diodore and his students.
Whether Diodore’s and Carterius’ school was a “day school” or a “boarding
school” of a monastic type is impossible to know, and scholars have often disa-
greed — which is easy to do, given the limited evidence of the institutional
school itself. However, it is unlikely that it was as informal as has sometimes
posited of other late ancient religious schools.” Rather, given its close relation-
ship to grammatical and rhetorical education, it probably had an extensive
curriculum which was designed by the teachers themselves and which could
fluctuate somewhat (something especially likely given the novelty of Christian
education in the middle of the fourth century). There were likely regular days
and hours of instruction and the instruction in the Psalms and Genesis would
have been integral to this curriculum.”® Diodore’s important role within the
(“moderate” pro-Nicene) Antiochene church lends further credence to the idea
that there was some formal, if not institutional, character to the school. As a
priest, Diodore was close to the bishop Meletius and his successor Flavian. The
school itself was probably endorsed by the Antiochene bishop as means of edu-
cating the clergy, and several of its students ended up as prominent bishops.
Since Diodore was a priest of the diocese, it also seems likely that the school
was supported financially by the same (with personnel, even more so than in

52 On the Manichees: Han 2021; on Palestinian Rabbinic Judaism: Hezser 1997, 195-214, on
rabbinic Judaism in Sasanian Babylonia: Goodblatt 1975, 263-285.

53 Stefaniw 2019 suggests this with respect to Didymus’ school (86); compare with the sched-
ule of the law school in Berytus, on which study was six days per week (excluding Sundays):
Harries 2016, 160. Also see Bonner 1977, 139-140.
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the modern world, being the major expense).” Unfortunately much else — for
example, where this school met and what other instructors there might have
been — is lost to us. Nevertheless, based on the commentaries which come
down to us from members of this school (Diodore, Theodore, and John Chrysos-
tom) it is clear that part of what went on at this school was grammatical instruc-
tion.

When we survey the other evidence for the school, it begins to seem unlike-
ly that grammar was the only subject taught at Diodore’s school. There are sev-
eral reasons for thinking that instruction went beyond grammar. First, Theo-
doret of Cyrrhus, in his Ecclesiastical History, comments that Diodore’s business
as a priest in Antioch was not preaching, but teaching polemical theology:

Like a trainer, the excellent Flavian anointed the great Diodore as an athlete for the pen-
tathlon. For at that time [Diodore] didn’t preach at church services, but provided those
who did serve with a great abundance of arguments and scriptural concepts. While the
former thus stretched their bows against the blasphemy of Arius, he offered them arrows
from his mind, as if from a quiver. And discoursing at home and abroad, he easily tore
asunder the net of the heretics.”

This description of Diodore’s teaching does not sound like the grammatical
instruction of his commentaries. Rather, Diodore seems to have taught polem-
ics — in other words, a higher level of theological argumentation. Additionally,
when Theodoret of Cyrrhus relates that Theodore of Mopsuestia and John
Chrysostom studied with Diodore, he mentions not the interpretation of Scrip-
ture, but the combatting of heresy.”® Admittedly, Theodoret, who was in the
midst of having his own orthodoxy questioned, has good reason for maintaining
that those from whose writings he had benefited — Theodore and Diodore —
spent their time combatting heretics. However, Theodoret is also consistent

54 This is in constrast, apparently, to the later school of Nisibis. See Possekel 2020b.

55 Theodoret, Hist. eccl. 4.25.4 (GCS 19, p. 264, lines 5-14): GAaPLAVOS SE 6 EPLOTOG ... OLOV TIG
nouboTpiPng TOV péyav Addwpov kabdmnep Tva mEvTadlov HAELPeV GOANTIV. KaT EKEIVOV Y&p
TOV KQUPOV €V P&V TOTG EKKANOLOOTIKOIG 0K E8Npnyopet GUAAGYOLG, TOTG 8¢ ToUTo Sp@at TOAATV
TIOPEIXEV APOOViaV EVOUUNUATWY TE KL YPOQOIK@Y VONUATWV. Kai o pév ETevov Kata Tfg Apei-
ov BAac@npiag T& TOEK, 0UTOG 8¢ KaBAmep £k Tvog 6TAOBAKNG, £K TG Slavoiag T& PEAN mPoTE-
(PEPEV" OIKOL HEVTOL Kai Snpoaiq Slaheyopevog, TV alpeTik@v TG &pkug Padiwg dieoma. There
are also many ancient and medieval sources that report that Diodore wrote theological treatis-
es, which are now almost entirely lost to us. For a discussion of these fragments, see Am-
bramowski 1931, esp. 247-253; additionally, a fragment of his treatise Against the Manichees
was discovered (Malavasi 2015). For a compilation of the theological fragments of Diodore (and
Theodore), see Behr 2011.

56 Theodoret, Hist. eccl. 5.39.
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enough in mentioning Diodore’s role in teaching polemics that Diodore was
likely teaching at a level above the grammatical instruction that we have al-
ready seen.

It is also doubtful that John Chrysostom and Theodore attended Diodore’s
school merely for grammar lessons. These two — and undoubtedly other promi-
nent students — had already received their grammatical education long ago.
Chrysostom in particular had received a thoroughgoing education in the art of
rhetoric from the famous Libanius. If Diodore was only teaching grammar, and
not higher theological instruction, then we should not expect Theodore or John
Chrysostom to have studied with him at all — not to mention his other well-
educated student Maximus, who later became bishop of Isaurian Seleucia, and
perhaps also Evagrius of Pontus.” It is much more likely that John and Theo-
dore, along with others who were being prepared for high office in the church,
were educated in the higher studies that Theodoret suggests: theology and po-
lemics.

There are also hints in Diodore’s extant works that he is reserving certain
theological or exegetical teachings for those capable of them, at a more ad-
vanced pedagogical stage, and for this reason excludes them from his grammat-
ical instruction and, thus, his commentary. For example, in the prologue to
Diodore’s Commentary on Psalm 118, he writes, “But it is necessary to leave such
contemplation (thedria) for those who have a greater gift to consider, and we
shall speak about the answer according to history.”® Likewise, in Diodore’s
Commentary on the Psalms there are multiple instances in which the commenta-
tor approves of a psalm being interpreted christologically, but declines to do so
himself, at least in the context of his current grammatical interpretation. In one
of these instances he writes, “If someone were to call the weapons and foes and
nations, metaphorically, demons, and say that the coming of Christ is liberation
from them, such a person would perhaps be interpreting in a contemplative
manner. And we do not keep them from doing so, but we prefer nothing to the
facts themselves and truth itself.”*® Throughout the commentary Diodore thus
sets the “ground rules” for higher interpretation. Remarkably, in John Chrysos-

57 Bunge 2018.

58 Mariés 1919, 98: AAAG TNV pEV Tolaw TV Bewpiav Toig AEiovog TuxoDat Xapiopatog kato-
Aeunttéov Voely, fUELS 8¢ TV ko’ toTopiav aitnow.

59 Diodore, Comm. Ps. 9.1 (Olivier 1980, 51): Ei 8¢ Tig petagopik@g 6mAa kai £x6povg kai £Bvn
ToUG Saipovag dvopdlet, kol daAaynv TovTwy eivat @nal Thv Tob XptoTod mapovsiav, Bewpn-
HOTIKWTEPOV pEV O ToloDTOG fowg £EnynaeTal, kal 00 KwAVOHEY, TUETS 8¢ adT@V TWV mpaypd-
TwV Kal aUTAS TG &Andeiag ovdev mpoTipdpey. Also see his comments at Comm. Ps. 15.11c
(Olivier 1980, 84) and Comm. Ps. 23.10b (Olivier 1980, 142).
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tom’s Commentary on the Psalms, as he interprets the same psalm, he almost
entirely follows Diodore in suggesting the possibility — even importance — of a
higher interpretation, while declining to do so himself: “If it is necessary to say
something according to a higher interpretation, it shouldn’t be rejected.”®
Then, having discussed the value of interpreting according to this higher sense,
he writes, “But we leave these considerations for the learned to apply.”® Thus
while Diodore’s and Theodore’s commentaries instruct in grammar, they are
also meant to be propaideutic for higher interpretation, which Diodore calls
thedria and Chrysostom, anagogé. This aspect of Diodore’s commentaries might
reflect the reality of the biblical and theological instruction within this school.

It is also possible that students such as Theodore and John Chrysostom
were “apprenticed” to Diodore as exegetes, and that as part of this education
they composed their own commentaries in imitation of Diodore’s Commentary
on the Psalms.® Indeed, both Theodore’s and John Chrysostom’s commentaries
on the psalms are derivative of Diodore’s. What remains of Chrysostom’s Com-
mentary on the Psalms is not typical of the exegesis found in his sermons or even
in his other commentaries: for example, in many of his interpretation of the
Psalms he states first — like Diodore and Theodore — what the hypothesis of the
Psalm is before going into more detail verse-by-verse. This is also Chrysostom’s
only exegetical work where he comments with any frequency and in any detail
on different levels of interpretation: kata lexin and kat’ anagogen. He also some-
times follows Diodore’s interpretations very closely. Chrysostom’s Commentary
might therefore be among his earlier works.”® We can say with more certainty,
though, that Theodore’s Commentary on the Psalms was written in his youth:
Facundus of Hermiane, in his work defending the “Antiochenes” against the
accusations of Justinian’s Three Chapters, reports that Theodore himself was
unhappy with his Commentary on the Psalms, as it was written when he was still
immature.® It is thus a distinct possibility that both of these figures, early in

60 John Chrysostom, Exp. Ps. 9.3 (PG 55, 126, 44-46): Ei 8¢ ypr| Tt kai KaTd GvaywynVv eineiv, ov
nopartnteov. T pev yap EoTt kail Bewpfioat T& 8¢ oUTw Sel voelv, wg elpnTat poévov.

61 John Chrysostom, Exp. Ps. 9.3 (PG 55, 127, 16-17): AAN& TadTa TOTG IAOHABETL KATOALTOVTEG
appOCeLY.

62 Although by this time legal training had changed, earlier Roman legal education through
apprenticeship serves as a good parallel (Crook 1995, 42).

63 See Hill 1998, 4-5.

64 Facundus of Hermiane, Pro defensione 3.6, apparently quoting Theodore’s own reflections
on his Commentary on the Psalms which is found in a fragment of Theodore’s Contra allegori-
cos. On the other side of the controversy from Facundus, however, is Hesychius of Jerusalem,
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their ecclesiastical careers, wrote these works under the supervision of Diodore,
the master grammarian and exegete. As I will note below, however, given the
great expense of book production and the length of their commentaries, these
figures were no mere apprentices, but had ascended to the summit of biblical
and theological education, perhaps even teaching at the school under the
watchful eye of Diodore.*

Although here we are primarily concerned with Diodore’s school in Anti-
och, it is worth noting the potential contexts for Theodore’s commentaries,
since they closely resemble the grammatical nature of Diodore’s commentaries.
Although scholars have often repeated the claim that Theodore succeeded Dio-
dore as the head of the school of Antioch, the evidence for this is late.®® It seems
more likely that he remained in Antioch for only a short time after Diodore was
ordained bishop of Tarsus, and shortly thereafter left for Tarsus himself; after
his arrival in Tarsus he was ordained to the subsidiary bishopric of Mopsuestia,
which was near Tarsus.®” Nevertheless, there are two plausible school contexts
for Theodore’s grammatical commentaries. As already mentioned, it is likely
that he was already teaching as a biblical grammarian at the school in Antioch
while Diodore presided over the school. However, it is also possible that in addi-
tion to his episcopal duties in Mopsuestia, he also taught grammar there — or
even in nearby Tarsus. (He hardly would have been as busy as Diodore in the
metropolis of Tarsus.) Again, grammar instruction was not always as formal as
what we have described with respect to the school of Antioch. Theodore could
have served as bishop, grammarian, and teacher of theology in Mopsuestia with
some ease, and with the help of a priest or two.

Much of this account of this school is speculative. Nevertheless, I have ven-
tured to fill out the picture of Diodore’s school because there is some historical
context in which these commentaries were produced. This pedagogical context
is the most compelling explanation for the production of the commentaries and
therefore also for the transmission of this particular tradition of exegetical

who notes that Theodore was duplicitous, promising to destroy his Commentary on the Psalms,
but in fact preserving it. See Van Hoof/Manafis/Van Nuffelen 2016, 518-519.

65 A close analogue for this are the four teachers (“rhetors”) who were employed at Libanius’
school in Antioch, mentioned in Or. 31 (Foerster 1906, 119-146). Additional assistant teachers
are known from Libanius’ correspondence, on which see Cribiore 2007, 33-37.

66 The earliest we hear of this idea is centuries later, in BarhadbSabba, Cause (Scher 1908,
378).

67 Although, as for the biography of Diodore, we only have a few historical hints about his life
(many of which are written a century or two after his death). Nevertheless, for a good account
of his life, which makes use of the available sources, see Swete 1911.
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knowledge. For the sake of demonstrating the plausibility of this reconstruction,
I mention two less likely alternatives.

The first possible alternative is that a wealthy patron or patrons funded the
production of Diodore’s and Theodore’s commentaries, for the sake of building
up their own Christian library and for circulating these works among their
peers. While the elite would undoubtedly spend huge amounts of money for
books that might lend both erudition and prestige, it is hard to imagine that
these grammatical commentaries would be among them: they are not high phi-
losophy or rhetoric, nor are they even theological commentary.®® They are also
highly repetitive — which perhaps relates to their pedagogical context, in which
the same students might not always have been present. Certainly biblical com-
mentaries were funded by patrons with high social and intellectual standing.
This occurs as early as the commentaries of Origen and, closer to Diodore’s
time, in the scholarly pursuits of Jerome. But these commentaries are often more
erudite works. Within this close-knit school of Diodore, we have the example of
Theodore’s Commentary on John, which was probably his final work. This com-
mentary appears to have been funded by an individual patron, to whom it is
addressed.® Unlike his Commentary on the Psalms (and those on Paul and on
the prophets), this commentary is highly theological. Other than paraphrase, we
see in the Commentary on John few of the grammatical markers of his other
commentaries. (Notably, in the single preface from these grammatical commen-
taries that survives — that of Diodore — the work is not addressed to a patron,
but is intended to be useful for ecclesiastical or monastic communities who
spend time praying or chanting the psalms.”®) This Commentary on John was
probably not produced in a school context. Indeed, the differences between this
commentary and Theodore’s (and Diodore’s) other commentaries is illustrative:
the differing funding models (patron-funded vs. [perhaps] diocesan-funded)
and the different generic markers (theological vs. grammatical) point to differ-
ent contexts of production. Therefore, while we have evidence of books which
were produced for elite individuals, these grammatical commentaries are an-
other type of literature altogether.

A non-diocesan or non-hierarchical monastic context is even less likely,
given the nature of monasticism in Syria and Asia Minor in the fourth century.
As far as we know, Syrian monasteries in the environs of Antioch were not yet

68 On the expense of books, see Bagnall 2009, 50-70.
69 Theodore of Mopsuestia, Comm. Jo. pr. (Vosté 1940, 3).
70 Diodore of Tarsus, Comm. Ps. pr.1 (Olivier 1980, 4).
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the economic centres that they would become shortly thereafter.” Neither were
monasteries yet the centres of scholarship and scribal production that they
would become in later centuries in, for example, the monasteries of the Syriac
world and of Constantinople, respectively.”? Therefore it is unlikely that a mon-
astery which was independent of the urban diocesan hierarchy would have had
the resources, whether financial or institutional, for the production of books.

Roger Bagnall, who has written most extensively about the economics of
book production and ownership in late antiquity, has commented that “Chris-
tian books had no role in the traditional Greek educational system of these cen-
turies. Thus no copies would have been made for ownership by teachers [or] for
use in schools...”.” However, by the fourth century we do indeed see the emer-
gence of Christian institutions of higher learning (e.g., those of Didymus and
Diodore), and we have good reason to believe they were producing books.”
These schools were not “traditional,” but were new Christian schools modelled
on the traditional Greek educational system. Within these schools — just as
within the grammatical, philosophical, and rhetorical schools — commentaries
were used and produced. Diodore’s school is one for which we have evidence;
centuries later we have evidence for Syrian schools which make use of Theo-
dore’s commentaries (in Syriac translation).” Undoubtedly, there were other
school contexts, more and less formal, in which Antiochene exegesis, through
the use of these and other commentaries, were reproduced and transmitted.
While many of these contexts are lost, Diodore’s school is one identifiable
step — and one of the most imporant ones — in the transmission of this tradition
of exegetical knowledge.

71 See Daniel Hull’s work on the monasteries of the Limestone Massif: Hull 2006; 2008.

72 On Syrian monasticism at this time, see Patrich 1995, 22-28; V66bus 1960, 61-69.

73 Bagnall 2009, 50. Though, as Bagnall notes later in the same book (60), we know little
about the economic activity of churches or monasteries anywhere in the Mediterranean or Near
East in the fourth century.

74 Julian’s decree against the Christian teaching of pagan classics furnishes further proof of
Christian schools in the middle of the fourth century, though of course not all of these went on
to teach on the basis of Scripture.

75 Space does not permit me to go into detail on the use of others’ commentaries in grammati-
cal or philosophical instruction. However, on the use of Theodore’s commentaries in the school
of Nisibis, see Becker 2006b, 113-125, and Possekel 2020b.
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5 Conclusions

This institutional context for the production of the commentaries of Diodore and
his school, which I have outlined here, has significant implications for the his-
tory of exegetical methods. First, the commentaries of Diodore and Theodore
present a limited picture of Antiochene exegesis: they are only grammatical
commentaries. This is why we do not see much “higher” exegesis in them.
When we consider that there was another step in “Antiochene” theological
pedagogy, we find that higher christological intepretations are no less a part of
the Antiochene exegetical tradition. Diodore’s own statements about thedria
confirm this: “For historia is not opposed to higher contemplation, but is found
to be foundation and basis of higher concepts.”” Theodoret’s comments con-
cerning Diodore’s theological teaching confirm the same thing: higher interpre-
tation is an integral part of the Antiochene tradition. Nevertheless, we would be
remiss to deny the effect that the particular grammatical training of the school
of Antioch exerts. While both Didymus and Diodore teach grammar, each makes
use of the freedom allowed of the grammatikos,” and includes different gram-
matical comments. Diodore and Theodore are selective, and the focus of their
grammatical teaching indeed “historical.” Even when John Chrysostom or The-
odoret interpret biblical texts christologically, the historical thrust of Antioch-
ene interpretation does not disappear. The higher level of Antiochene education
is built upon the foundation of Antiochene grammar in the school of Diodore.
Nevertheless, this essay has not been primarily about exegetical methods.
Instead, against the background of a tradition of scholarship which has focused
on intellectual “influence” and “methods,” this essay has located in the school
of Diodore a concrete context in which an Antiochene tradition of biblical inter-
pretation was passed on. This is just one institutional context which allowed
exegetical knowledge, in the Antiochene tradition, to be, first, produced, and
then, transmitted. Although we do not know exactly the status that inter alia
Eusebius of Emesa’s work had in the school of Antioch, it is likely that his com-
mentaries formed a part of the literary tradition that Diodore was seeking to
pass on when he wrote in his Commentary on the Psalms, “Therefore, leaving
those who desire to consider, as they wish, to interpret the psalm thus, I myself

76 Diodore, Comm. Ps. pr. (Olivier 1980, 7): O08¢ yap évavtiobtat i ioTopia Tfj VPnAoTépy
Bewpig, Tovvavtiov 8¢ kpnTiG VpiokeTal KAl LTIOREBPA TV VPNAOTEPWY VONUATWY.
77 See, e.g., Bonner 1977, 52.
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will interpret historically, as I also received.”” Diodore was passing on the exe-
getical knowledge that he had received and which, in all likelihood, was deliv-
ered to him also in a pedagogical context which is now lost to us — as most
ancient school contexts are. Nevertheless, like Diodore’s school, the transmis-
sion and further production of exegetical knowledge did not take place primari-
ly through individual readers, taking inspiration from the methods of previous
writers, but in social-ecclesial contexts of reading and writing. These contexts
differ in their formality or institutionality, but the production and transmission
of this exegetical knowledge always had material and social components. We do
not have one lone genius after another, inspired by one another in some long
chain. Instead, contexts such as Diodore’s school were responsible for the con-
tinuing transmission and production of knowledge.
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