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​Naked Before God: A History of the Adamite Tradition.  Author: Preston Boyle. 

For two thousand years, Christianity has harboured a secret it could never quite suppress. Buried in the second chapter of Genesis, in eleven words describing the first human couple as naked and unashamed, lies a question that has haunted the Western imagination ever since: what was lost when shame entered the world, and can it be recovered?

Naked Before God traces the extraordinary history of those who answered that question in the most literal way available to them. From the shadowy sect described by the fourth-century bishop Epiphanius of Salamis, through the medieval Brethren of the Free Spirit, to the Bohemian commune on the island in the Nežárka river where Jan Žižka's soldiers found naked men and women wandering through the forests in the spring of 1421, to the antinomian prophets of the English Revolution, to the Czech peasants of the Chrudim district still waiting for a messianic deliverer in 1849, the Adamite tradition was never simply about nudity. It was about the deepest promises that Christianity ever made, and the cost of taking those promises seriously.

Drawing on two millennia of theological argument, heresiological polemic, inquisitorial record, and the fragmented testimony of the communities themselves, Preston Boyle traces a tradition of radical Christian restorationism that the institutional Church repeatedly suppressed and history repeatedly forgot, but that the tradition's own promises kept generating, century after century, in new forms and new bodies.
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​Chapter 1: Before the Fall, Eden, Shame, and the Theological Problem of the Body
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There is a moment in the second chapter of Genesis that has troubled theologians, philosophers, and mystics for more than two thousand years. It is not the creation of Adam from the dust of the ground, nor the fashioning of Eve from his rib, nor even the planting of the two forbidden trees at the garden's centre. It is a single verse, almost parenthetical in its brevity, tucked between the description of the first marriage and the arrival of the serpent: "And they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed." Eleven words in the English translation, fewer in the Hebrew original. A statement so simple that it seems hardly to require comment, and so radical in its implications that two millennia of commentary have never exhausted it.

What did it mean to be naked before God and feel no shame? What kind of body was this, and what kind of world did it inhabit? What precisely was lost when the serpent spoke and the fruit was eaten and the eyes of the first couple were opened, and they saw that they were naked, and they were afraid? These questions are not peripheral to the history of Western religion. They are at its centre. Every tradition that grew from the soil of the Hebrew Bible, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and the vast proliferation of sects and movements that broke from each of them, was compelled to answer them, and the answers they gave shaped everything from the architecture of their worship to the structure of their family life, from their doctrines of salvation to their attitudes toward the human body itself.

This book is about one particular set of answers. Across a span of nearly two thousand years, from the deserts of North Africa in the second century of the common era to the rural villages of Bohemia in the nineteenth, there recurred a movement, sometimes a formal sect, sometimes a loose current of feeling, sometimes a label applied by enemies to anyone who seemed to transgress the boundaries of acceptable religious behaviour, that drew from the Eden narrative a conclusion both simple and scandalous. If the naked body before the Fall was innocent, and if Christ came to undo the Fall, then the restored Christian ought to be capable of recovering that innocence, not metaphorically, not in the afterlife, but here and now, in the flesh. The group that drew this conclusion, or was accused of drawing it, was known by many names across the centuries. But the name that has persisted, the name that links the ancient sect described by Epiphanius of Salamis with the medieval commune on the island in the Nežárka river and the nineteenth-century peasants of Stradau, is the one name that pointed back, always, to the original question in the garden: the Adamites.

​The Garden and Its Interpreters

The text itself is brief. The second chapter of Genesis is concerned primarily with geography and taxonomy, the rivers of Eden, the naming of the animals, the explanation of marriage, and the reference to the nakedness of the first couple functions, in the narrative logic of the chapter, as a setup for what follows. Chapter three of Genesis will describe the serpent's temptation, the eating of the fruit, the sudden awareness of nakedness, the sewing of fig leaves, the hiding from God's footsteps in the cool of the evening, and the expulsion from the garden. The nakedness of chapter two is innocent precisely because what chapter three describes has not yet happened. It is a statement of before: before knowledge, before shame, before the categories of good and evil existed for human beings as categories of their own experience rather than as divine prerogatives.

The interpretive problem begins immediately. What exactly was lost in the Fall? The Hebrew text of Genesis is famously laconic: it does not explain what the knowledge of good and evil consisted in, does not specify what the shame of nakedness signified, does not elaborate on the relationship between the eating of the fruit and the suddenly intolerable fact of being unclothed. Later interpreters would pour volumes into these silences. But the raw material the text offers is a set of before-and-after contrasts: before, naked and unashamed; after, naked and ashamed, then clothed by divine hand. Before, in the garden; after, outside it. Before, immortal in potential; after, subject to death. The Fall is defined by what it took away, and the nakedness of Eden is one of the things it took.

Jewish interpretation of this passage in the Second Temple period and afterward developed in several directions simultaneously. The earliest allegorical readings, associated with Philo of Alexandria in the first century of the common era, understood the garments of skin that God made for Adam and Eve after the Fall not as literal clothing but as the physical body itself, the dense, corruptible flesh in which the immortal soul was now imprisoned. On this reading, prelapsarian humanity was spiritual and incorporeal, clothed in light rather than skin, and the Fall was a descent into matter. This Platonic reading of Genesis was enormously influential in early Christianity, particularly in the Alexandrian tradition, and it gave to the theme of prelapsarian nakedness a resonance that went far beyond the merely literal: to be naked before the Fall was to be pure spirit, unencumbered by the body's weight.

The rabbinic tradition, developing in the same centuries but in very different institutional contexts, was more cautious about allegorisation and more attentive to the literal sense of the text. For the rabbis, the nakedness of Adam and Eve before the Fall was a literal physical state that carried no negative connotation because the moral categories that made nakedness shameful, sexual desire, social hierarchy, the distinction between private and public, did not yet exist. The shame that followed the eating of the fruit was, on many rabbinic readings, specifically sexual: the opening of the eyes in Genesis 3:7 was the awakening of the yetzer ha-ra, the evil inclination, understood primarily as sexual desire uncoupled from its proper social and reproductive context. Before the Fall, human sexuality had been straightforward and untroubled; after it, desire became a source of conflict, temptation, and shame that required the structures of marriage and law to contain.

This reading, which grounded the shame of nakedness in the awakening of specifically sexual desire, was to prove enormously consequential for Christian theology. It meant that the question of what had been lost in Eden was inseparable from the question of human sexuality, that the recovery of prelapsarian innocence, if such a thing were possible, would have to involve a transformation in the character of sexual experience and desire. Whether that transformation meant the abolition of desire entirely (the ascetic reading) or the recovery of a prelapsarian sexuality untainted by shame and unregulated by social convention (the antinomian reading) became one of the deepest fault lines in the Christian tradition.

​Paul and the Body in Crisis

The earliest Christian interpreter to develop a systematic theology of the Fall and its consequences was the apostle Paul, and the position he staked out in his letters, above all in Romans and in the letter to the Galatians, was one of radical ambivalence about the body and its relationship to the new dispensation inaugurated by Christ. Paul's theology of the body is not a simple asceticism, though it has often been read that way. It is something more complex and more interesting: a conviction that the resurrection of Christ had inaugurated a new era of human existence in which the old categories of flesh and spirit, law and grace, sin and freedom were being radically reconfigured, but had not yet reached their final resolution.

For Paul, the body, the soma, the physical organism, was in principle capable of being a temple of the Holy Spirit, a vessel for the divine presence. The resurrection of Jesus was, among other things, a statement about the body: not that the body would be abandoned in the final redemption, but that it would be transformed, raised in glory, made spiritual. The Christian hope was not the Platonic hope of escape from the body but the Jewish hope of bodily resurrection, carried to its furthest possible conclusion by the specific event of Jesus's rising. The body mattered. It was not the enemy.

And yet. Paul was also deeply convinced that the body, in its present condition, was a site of war, that the flesh, meaning not the physical organism but the principle of self-directed, sin-oriented existence, was in constant conflict with the Spirit. "For I do not do the good I want," he wrote in the seventh chapter of Romans, "but the evil I do not want is what I do." The body was the theatre in which this conflict was played out, and sexual desire was its most vivid and troubling expression. Paul's instructions on marriage in the seventh chapter of the first letter to the Corinthians are famously reluctant: marriage is permitted as a concession to human weakness, a firebreak against the worse evil of fornication. Celibacy is better. The unmarried person is free to be devoted to the Lord; the married person is divided, anxious about worldly things. Paul does not condemn marriage, he is careful about that, but the hierarchy of spiritual states he implies places the celibate above the married, the virgin above the wife.

This hierarchy was not simply a personal preference. It was grounded in Paul's eschatology, his conviction that the present age was passing away and the age to come was at hand. "The time is short," he told the Corinthians. In such a context, the bodily arrangements of ordinary social life, marriage, family, property, social status, were of diminishing importance. What mattered was the condition of the soul in relation to the approaching kingdom. And the soul's condition was intimately connected to the discipline of the body: not because the body was evil, but because the body's desires, left undisciplined, pulled the soul toward the things of this passing world rather than the things of the age to come.

The theological tension this created was deep and productive. If the body was not evil but was nevertheless a site of spiritual danger; if marriage was not wrong but was nevertheless a concession to weakness; if celibacy was the higher calling but sexuality was a natural part of creation, then exactly where was the line between the holy discipline of the body and the unholy denial of creation? Different Christian traditions would draw that line in very different places. But one consequence of Paul's framework was clear from the beginning: the question of what to do with the body was a theological question of the first importance, and the answer to that question marked the boundary between orthodox and heterodox Christianity with extraordinary precision.

​The Gnostic Explosion and the Body Divided

It was in the second century of the common era, in the cosmopolitan cities of the eastern Mediterranean, Alexandria, Antioch, Rome, that the question of the body became truly explosive. The diverse movement of religious thought and practice that scholars call Gnosticism did not constitute a single tradition with a single answer to the theological questions raised by Genesis and by Paul. But it constituted a field of intense intellectual ferment in which those questions were pushed to their furthest possible conclusions, and in which the range of possible answers was wider and stranger than anything orthodox Christianity would eventually permit.

The Gnostic systems shared, broadly, a conviction that the material world was not the creation of the highest God but of a lesser, ignorant, or malevolent divine being, the Demiurge. The physical body, accordingly, was not a temple of the divine but a prison: the place where the divine spark of the pneumatic soul was trapped in matter, cut off from its true home in the pleroma, the divine fullness. The Fall, on most Gnostic readings, was not a historical event that happened to a historical first couple in a physical garden. It was a cosmic catastrophe in which divine light became entrapped in the darkness of matter, and the human condition was defined by this entrapment. The goal of religious life was not redemption through history but escape from matter, return of the divine spark to its source.

From this shared framework, Gnostic traditions derived diametrically opposed conclusions about the body. If the body was a prison, then the appropriate response was to discipline it with extreme severity, fasting, sexual continence, sleep deprivation, the systematic rejection of every bodily pleasure that might further entrench the soul in its material captivity. This was the ascetic response, and it was common among Gnostic groups of a Platonic or dualistic orientation. The Marcionites, the Encratites, and various strands of Valentinianism took this path, producing some of the most rigorous ascetics in the ancient world.

But an entirely different conclusion was also possible. If the body was not the real self, if the true human being was the pneumatic spark, unaffected by what happened to its material shell, then the body's actions were spiritually irrelevant. The perfect Gnostic, having achieved gnosis, having recovered the knowledge of their divine origin and destiny, was beyond the categories of sin and virtue that applied to ordinary human beings still trapped in material ignorance. The law, the Demiurge's instrument of control, no longer bound them. Their physical actions, including sexual acts, were no more significant spiritually than the movement of a puppet's limbs. This was the antinomian response, and it generated the accusations of libertinism that fill the pages of the early Christian heresiologists.

Whether any Gnostic groups actually practised what the heresiologists accused them of practising is a question that requires the same careful skepticism that it demands in every other case of heresiological accusation. What is certain is that the theological logic of antinomian Gnosticism was coherent and, from its own premises, compelling. If the divine spark was beyond sin, and if the restoration of gnosis meant the recovery of a prelapsarian condition in which sin did not yet exist, then the antinomian Gnostic and the Edenic restorationist were drawing from the same well. They were asking the same question that Genesis had raised, what was the human being before the Fall?, and answering it in ways that their orthodox contemporaries found not merely wrong but threatening to the entire structure of Christian social order.

​Irenaeus, Clement, and the Orthodox Response

The orthodox response to Gnostic radicalism was developed with great sophistication by the theologians of the late second and early third centuries, above all by Irenaeus of Lyon and Clement of Alexandria. Their arguments against Gnostic anthropology shaped the Christian understanding of the body and the Fall for centuries, and they remain indispensable for understanding the theological context in which the Adamite tradition took shape.

Irenaeus of Lyon, writing in the 180s of the common era, developed against the Gnostics a theology of creation and redemption in which the material world, including the human body, was emphatically the good creation of the good God. The Gnostic demotion of matter to the product of an inferior deity was for Irenaeus a fundamental theological error, because it broke the continuity between creation and salvation and made the incarnation of Christ, the Word made flesh, incoherent. If matter was evil, how could the eternal Son of God have taken material flesh? Irenaeus's insistence on the goodness of creation was thus not merely a defence of the body against Gnostic denigration but a defence of the entire economy of salvation as he understood it.

But Irenaeus's theology also developed a specific account of the Fall and its consequences that would prove enormously influential. For Irenaeus, Adam and Eve at the moment of their creation were not fully mature human beings who subsequently declined from a state of perfection. They were, rather, like children: good in their essence, created in the image of God, but not yet developed into the likeness of God that was their destiny. The Fall was not therefore a catastrophic descent from a prior state of perfection but an interruption of a developmental process that was not yet complete. Humanity was created for growth, for the progressive realisation of its divine potential through history and experience. The Fall introduced sin and death, but it did not fundamentally alter the goodness of creation or the divine intention for humanity's destiny.

This framework had important implications for the theology of Eden. If Adam and Eve were like children, good but immature, innocent but not yet fully formed, then their nakedness before the Fall was the nakedness of innocence rather than the nakedness of achieved holiness. It was not a spiritual state to be recovered by advanced practitioners but a starting point that humanity had left behind, and from which the long process of redemption and growth was now moving forward toward something greater. The Edenic condition was not the goal; it was the beginning.

Clement of Alexandria developed a related but distinctive position in his three-part work, the Protrepticus, the Paedagogus, and the Stromateis. Writing in the intellectually sophisticated context of Alexandrian Christianity, and deeply engaged with both Platonic philosophy and Gnostic thought, Clement sought a middle way between Gnostic dualism and crass materialism that affirmed both the goodness of creation and the necessity of spiritual discipline. For Clement, the Christian goal was not the recovery of Edenic innocence but the achievement of the Stoic ideal of apatheia, the condition of freedom from passion in which the soul was no longer disturbed by the movements of desire. The truly spiritual Christian was not one who had abolished the body but one who had achieved, through discipline and grace, a condition of serene mastery over the body's impulses.

Clement's specific attacks on Carpocratian antinomianism, to which we will return in a later chapter, were grounded in this framework. The antinomians claimed that their freedom from passion justified their freedom from moral law; Clement countered that true freedom from passion was demonstrated precisely by the maintenance of moral discipline, not by its abandonment. The Carpocratian claim that the truly spiritual person was beyond sin was for Clement a dangerous confusion of spiritual achievement with spiritual licence. The fact that a person felt no shame in performing an act did not prove that the act was shameless; it might equally prove that shame itself had been corrupted along with everything else by the Fall, and that the restoration of true spiritual sensitivity would involve a recovery of the appropriate response to sin, not its abolition.

​The Theological Architecture of Edenic Return

By the end of the second century, the theological landscape within which the Adamite tradition would develop was already established in its main outlines. The question was whether the prelapsarian condition of Eden, a condition of innocence, equality, and bodily freedom, could be recovered in this life. The mainstream tradition, represented by Irenaeus and Clement, answered no: the Edenic condition was either a starting point already superseded by the developmental process of history, or a childlike innocence that the maturity of Christian life had left behind. The Fall had introduced real changes in human nature, mortality, the darkening of reason, the disorder of desire, that could not simply be wished away or transcended by spiritual virtuosity. Redemption was real, but it was eschatological: its full realisation lay in the future, in the resurrection, not in the present life.

The Gnostic and antinomian traditions answered differently. Their answer was yes: the truly spiritual person, the pneumatic who had received gnosis, had in principle recovered the condition of prelapsarian humanity. The body's actions were spiritually irrelevant to such a person. The categories of sin and shame that bound the ordinary Christian did not apply. The law, whether Jewish or Christian, whether moral or ceremonial, was the Demiurge's instrument of oppression, from which gnosis had set the perfect soul free.

Between these two positions lay a vast territory of theological ambiguity, and it was in this territory that the Adamite tradition took root and repeatedly flourished. The ambiguity was generated by the Christian tradition's own most fundamental commitments. If Christ had truly undone the Fall, if salvation was real, if the Holy Spirit was genuinely transforming human beings into the likeness of the divine, then why could the consequences of the Fall not be undone? If the resurrection body was to be free of shame, desire, and mortality, why could an anticipation of that freedom not be achieved in the present life by those who had truly received the Spirit? If the kingdom of God was truly at hand, as Jesus had proclaimed, then why was its arrival in bodily form so persistently deferred?

These questions were not asked only by heretics. They were asked by the most rigorous and devout members of the Christian community, by men and women who had given up everything in the conviction that the kingdom was real and that its reality must transform not only the soul but the body. The Adamite tradition, in all its diverse historical forms, was one answer to these questions, an answer that the mainstream tradition consistently rejected, suppressed, and condemned, but that consistently re-emerged because the questions it was trying to answer were questions the mainstream tradition had itself raised and never fully resolved.

​Shame as Theology

There is one more dimension of the Eden narrative that requires examination before the history of the Adamite tradition can be fully understood, and that is the specific theology of shame. In Genesis 3:10, after the eating of the fruit, Adam's explanation to God of why he hid is not that he sinned but that he was afraid, because he was naked. Nakedness and fear appear together, inseparable, as the immediate consequence of the Fall. The theologians of antiquity understood this with great precision: shame was not merely an emotion but a theological category, a sign of the distance between fallen humanity and its Creator.

For Augustine of Hippo, writing in the early fifth century and synthesising a century of Christian theological development into the most influential account of the Fall in the Western tradition, shame was specifically the shame of sexual desire. In the prelapsarian state, Augustine argued, the sexual organs of Adam and Eve had been subject to the will in the same way as the hands or feet: they moved when willed, and not otherwise. The particular disorder introduced by the Fall was the emergence of concupiscence, sexual desire as an involuntary movement, a rebellion of the body against the rational soul's control. The fact that Adam and Eve covered their genitals specifically, and not their hands or mouths, was for Augustine not accidental: it marked the precise location of the Fall's most immediate and enduring consequence.

Augustine's account of concupiscence was enormously influential and enormously consequential. It meant that the recovery of the prelapsarian condition would require, at minimum, the restoration of perfect rational control over sexual desire, the condition Augustine called continence, and which he regarded as the highest gift of divine grace. It also meant that the body, in its present condition, was the primary theatre of the drama of sin and redemption. To discipline the body was to fight the Fall. To claim that the body had been restored to its prelapsarian condition of perfect rational order was the most radical claim a Christian could make.

It was precisely this claim that the Adamites made. Whether in second-century North Africa, fifteenth-century Bohemia, or seventeenth-century England, the characteristic Adamite assertion was that the consequences of the Fall had been genuinely and completely reversed in those who had received the Spirit, that shame had been abolished, not merely managed; that the body had been restored, not merely disciplined. This assertion was heresy, from the perspective of the orthodox tradition, not because it was irrational but because it was too consequential. If true, it would have undermined the entire edifice of ecclesiastical authority, sacramental mediation, and moral regulation on which the institutional Church rested. A community of the truly shameless would have no need of priests, no use for confession, no obligation to the law. It would be a community outside history, and the history of the Church was a history of institutions that could not permit that.

​The Book That Follows

The chapters that follow trace the specific historical forms in which the Adamite tradition manifested across two thousand years of Western religious history. The path leads from the heresiological literature of the early Church, with all its methodological problems and polemical distortions, through the mystical radicalism of the medieval Brethren of the Free Spirit, the explosive sectarianism of the Bohemian Hussite revolution, the Dutch and English antinomianism of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and the remarkable persistence of Neo-Adamite communities in nineteenth-century Bohemia. In each case, the same fundamental questions return: What was lost in Eden? Can it be recovered? What would its recovery look like, in the body, in social life, in the relationship between the individual and the community?

These questions have never been finally answered by the Christian tradition, because they cannot be. They arise from tensions within Christianity's most fundamental commitments, the goodness of creation, the reality of the Fall, the completeness of redemption, the imminence of the kingdom, that no single theological formulation has ever been able to hold in stable equilibrium. The Adamites, in all their forms, were not aberrations from the Christian tradition. They were, in a precise and uncomfortable sense, its extreme logical consequences: communities of men and women who had taken the tradition's own promises with a seriousness that the tradition itself could not sustain, and who paid for that seriousness with condemnation, persecution, and in many cases their lives.

The story begins, as it must, with a question in a garden. But the garden is everywhere. It has never been entirely lost, because it has never been entirely remembered. And those who went looking for it, who stripped themselves of the garments of shame and convention and stood, trembling or triumphant, in what they believed was the light of the first morning, were asking, however strangely, however dangerously, the question that the tradition had always placed at its own heart: what were we, before we fell?
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​Chapter 2: Epiphanius and the Architecture of Heresy, The Panarion and Its World
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Sometime in the year 374 of the common era, a bishop sitting in his episcopal residence on the island of Cyprus received a letter from two presbyters named Acacius and Paul. The letter was respectful, even flattering, in the manner of clerical correspondence addressed to a superior whose learning was not in doubt. The presbyters had heard their bishop speak of heresies, of the names he gave to the various deviant movements that had troubled the Church since its foundation, of the genealogies of error he had traced with such evident mastery, and they wished to understand these things more fully. Would he not commit to writing what he had so often described in speech? Would he not produce a systematic account of all the heresies that had afflicted Christianity, from the beginning down to the present day, so that faithful priests in distant places might be equipped to recognise and refute them?

The bishop's name was Epiphanius, and he had been waiting for precisely this invitation. What he produced in response to Acacius and Paul was one of the strangest, most formidable, and most consequential works of early Christian literature: the Panarion, the Medicine Chest, a vast encyclopaedia of eighty heresies stretching across seven volumes and more than a thousand pages in modern critical editions. He had already sketched its outlines in an earlier work, the Ancoratus, where he had listed the eighty heresies he intended to treat. Now he would treat them, at length, with ferocity, with an erudition that was sometimes genuine and sometimes performed, and with a polemical energy that never flagged across the years it took him to complete the project. By the time he finished, in approximately 377 CE, Epiphanius had produced a work that was simultaneously a monument of early Christian scholarship and a deeply problematic historical source, a document that tells us as much about the mind of its author as about the movements it claimed to describe.

To understand the Adamites, one must first understand Epiphanius. Not because his account of them is reliable, it is not, as he himself admitted, but because his account is almost everything we have, and the shape of everything we have was determined by the man who created it.

​A Life in the Service of Orthodoxy

Epiphanius was born in Palestine, in the village of Besanduk near Eleutheropolis, probably sometime in the 310s of the common era, the precise date is uncertain, as it is for most details of his early life. He came of age in a Christian world being transformed by the consequences of Constantine's conversion: a Church that had survived three centuries of intermittent persecution and was now the favoured institution of the Roman imperial establishment, wealthy, powerful, and riven by internal theological disputes of extraordinary bitterness. The great controversy of his youth was the Arian controversy, the debate, triggered by the Alexandrian priest Arius in the early fourth century, over the precise relationship between God the Father and Christ the Son. Was the Son coeternal with the Father, of the same substance, as the Council of Nicaea in 325 had declared? Or was he a created being, the highest of creatures but a creature nonetheless, as Arius maintained? The question sounds abstract, and to the modern reader it may seem impossibly remote from anything that could generate the passions it generated. But for the fourth century, it was a question about the nature of salvation itself, and it split the Church with a violence that shocked even its participants.

As a young man, Epiphanius spent time in Egypt, where he encountered the desert monastic movement in its earliest and most formative generation. He met Anthony of Egypt, or so he later claimed, and he spent years in close association with the Egyptian monks whose combination of fierce physical asceticism and intense theological engagement would shape his own character permanently. From Egypt he absorbed two things that would define him for the rest of his life: an absolute commitment to the Nicene definition of orthodox Trinitarian theology, and a visceral suspicion of any deviation from that theology, however subtle or well-intentioned.

Returning to Palestine, Epiphanius founded a monastery at Besanduk and led it for several decades, acquiring a reputation for sanctity, learning, and an unusually detailed knowledge of heresies that he seems to have gathered partly through personal investigation. He claimed to have infiltrated Gnostic groups in his youth, accepted their initiation rites, and then denounced them to the local bishop, a story that tells us more about his self-presentation as a heroic defender of orthodoxy than it does about what he actually did, but that is revealing precisely for that reason. Epiphanius understood himself, throughout his life, as a man engaged in combat: intellectual, spiritual, and at times practical combat against the enemies of the true faith.

In 367 CE he was appointed Bishop of Salamis on Cyprus, the island's principal see, and held that position until his death in 403. As a bishop, he was an energetic administrator, an inexhaustible correspondent, and a meddler in theological controversies far outside his own diocese. His interventions in the affairs of other churches were not always welcome. He was a difficult man: brilliant, combative, certain of his own rectitude in a way that made compromise nearly impossible. Jerome, who admired him, called him one of the great scholars of the age. John Chrysostom, whom he helped to destroy, might have used different language. Gregory of Nazianzus, one of the most sophisticated theologians of the century, regarded him with a mixture of respect and exasperation. Epiphanius was not a man who inspired neutral reactions.

​The World of the Panarion

To understand why Epiphanius wrote the Panarion when he did, one must understand the specific historical moment in which he wrote it. The early 370s of the common era were a period of acute anxiety for Nicene Christians. The emperor Valens, who ruled the eastern half of the empire from 364 to 378, was a committed supporter of the Homoian form of Arianism, a moderate anti-Nicene position that denied the consubstantiality of Father and Son without adopting the extreme subordinationism of Arius himself. Under Valens, Nicene bishops faced pressure, exile, and in some cases violence. The theological settlement of Nicaea, which had seemed secure after the Council of Alexandria in 362, was under sustained attack from imperial power. Nicene Christians in the East were fighting for the survival of what they regarded as true Christianity, and they were not sure they would win.

In this context, the project of cataloguing and refuting all the heresies that had ever troubled the Church was not merely an academic exercise. It was a political and polemical act of the first importance. By demonstrating that heresy was old, that the errors of the present had precise antecedents in the errors of the past, Epiphanius was making an argument about the nature of orthodoxy: that it was the original tradition, the authentic inheritance of the apostles, against which all subsequent deviations were to be measured. By organising all heresies into a single genealogical schema, he was asserting the unity and coherence of the orthodox tradition against the fragmentation and mutual contradiction of its opponents. And by producing a work of such encyclopaedic scope, he was establishing himself, and the Nicene theological position he defended, as the authoritative reference point for the entire Church.

The Panarion's structure reflects this ambition. Epiphanius organised his eighty heresies in a sequence that moved from pre-Christian errors, barbarism, Scythianism, Hellenism, Judaism, and Samaritanism, through the major Gnostic systems of the second century to the theological disputes of his own day. The sequence was partly chronological and partly genealogical: heresies were shown to derive from earlier heresies, each generation of error producing its own poisonous offspring. The image Epiphanius chose for his work was the medicine chest, the panarion, stocked with antidotes to every poison the serpent of heresy had ever produced. Each heresy was described, its doctrines summarised, its errors refuted. The refutations drew on scripture, on the writings of earlier orthodox theologians, and on Epiphanius's own formidable, if sometimes erratic, theological reasoning.

The work was dedicated to Acacius and Paul, the presbyters who had requested it, but its intended audience was much wider. Epiphanius understood that he was producing a reference work that would be used by bishops, priests, and theologians throughout the Church for generations. He was right. The Panarion was copied, summarised, excerpted, and cited continuously through the Byzantine period and beyond. The Anakephalaiosis, an epitome of the Panarion whose authorship has been debated but which circulated under Epiphanius's name, made the work's contents accessible to readers who could not tackle the full text. John of Damascus, writing in the eighth century, drew directly on the Anakephalaiosis for his own catalogue of heresies. The Panarion's influence on the subsequent heresiological tradition was immense, and through that tradition it shaped what later centuries believed about dozens of movements in early Christianity, including the Adamites.

​Sources, Methods, and the Problem of Evidence

The central methodological problem posed by the Panarion is the question of its sources. How did Epiphanius know what he claimed to know about eighty distinct heresies? For some of the movements he described, particularly the major Gnostic systems of the second century, he had access to actual texts, fragments of which he quoted directly and which are, in some cases, otherwise lost. The Panarion preserves, for instance, Ptolemy's Letter to Flora, an important Valentinian document that would be entirely unknown without Epiphanius's citation of it. It preserves early Greek fragments of Irenaeus of Lyon that survive in no other source. For these materials, whatever the distortions introduced by Epiphanius's polemical framing, the underlying content is authentic.

But for a substantial number of the heresies he described, Epiphanius's sources were far less secure. He relied heavily on earlier heresiological works, above all on Irenaeus of Lyon's Against Heresies, written in the 180s, and on the lost Syntagma of Hippolytus, without always acknowledging his dependence on them. He drew on oral reports, on rumour, on the testimony of individuals who claimed personal knowledge of the groups they described. And in some cases, as he himself admitted, he relied on nothing more reliable than hearsay, on what people said about groups they had heard of but never encountered.

The Adamites are a case in point. When Epiphanius came to describe them in the fifty-second section of the Panarion, he was candid, in a way that was unusual for him, about the limits of his knowledge. He conceded openly that he was uncertain whether the group he was describing actually existed as a distinct, organised sect. He acknowledged that his information was based on what others had told him rather than on any direct investigation. This admission is extraordinary in the context of the Panarion, where Epiphanius typically presented himself as speaking from a position of comprehensive knowledge. The fact that he made the admission at all is significant: it suggests that even within the rhetorical conventions of heresiological literature, there were limits to what could be asserted without some embarrassment.

But the admission did not prevent him from providing a detailed description of Adamite practices, the subterranean heated chambers, the collective nudity, the rejection of marriage, the labelling of their assembly as Paradise. Where did these details come from, if not from direct knowledge or reliable testimony? The most plausible answer is that they came from the heresiological tradition itself: from the repertoire of transgressive practices that ancient writers associated with deviant religious groups, a repertoire that was remarkably stable across different authors and different centuries because it reflected not the diversity of actual sectarian practice but the limited imagination of the heresiological genre.

This repertoire deserves close attention, because it shaped what Epiphanius and his successors were able to say about the Adamites and, indeed, about any group they wished to characterise as transgressive. The standard accusations of heresiological literature were sexual licence, ritual nudity, communal intercourse, the consumption of forbidden substances, and the rejection of marriage and property. These accusations appear across the full range of heresiological literature from the second century onward, applied to groups so diverse that it is impossible they all engaged in the same practices. Their persistence is a sign not of the persistence of specific practices but of the persistence of a heresiological imagination that required transgressive sexuality as the essential mark of religious deviance.

​The Politics of Condemnation

The Panarion was not written in a political vacuum, and Epiphanius's selection of heresies to condemn was not a purely theological exercise. Some of his choices reveal the specific ecclesiastical and political battles he was fighting in the 370s, and none more clearly than his treatment of the Jewish-Christian Nazarenes, whom he condemned in the same period.

The Nazarenes were a community of Jewish Christians, followers of Jesus who maintained the observance of Mosaic law, including circumcision, dietary regulations, and Sabbath observance. They were, by most accounts, a theologically conservative group with deep roots in the earliest traditions of the Jerusalem church. Epiphanius condemned them in 377 CE, and his condemnation was grounded not in any accusation of immoral behaviour or speculative theology but in their continued observance of Torah. For Epiphanius, the Christian Church had entirely superseded the Jewish nation and its law. The covenant with Israel was finished; the law was abrogated; any Christian who maintained its observance was blurring the boundary between the Church and the synagogue in a way that threatened the theological integrity of Christianity itself.

This condemnation reveals something important about Epiphanius's method and motivation. He was not interested only in movements that were theologically heterodox in the sense of holding wrong beliefs about the Trinity or the nature of Christ. He was interested in any movement that challenged, however implicitly, the boundaries he believed the orthodox Church required in order to maintain its identity and authority. The Nazarenes were a threat not because they believed wrong things about God but because they lived in a way that made the distinction between Church and synagogue visible and uncertain. The Adamites, insofar as they existed, were a threat not only because their doctrine of prelapsarian innocence was theologically heterodox but because their practice, if the accounts were believed, dissolved the boundaries of sexual morality and ecclesiastical discipline that defined the social order of the orthodox community.

Boundary enforcement was the political logic of the Panarion, and it operated at multiple levels simultaneously. At the theological level, it defined the limits of acceptable belief. At the social level, it defined the limits of acceptable behaviour. At the ecclesiastical level, it defined the limits of legitimate authority. And at the political level, in the specific context of the 370s, with Nicene Christianity under pressure from an Arian emperor, it made the case that the orthodox tradition was not merely the correct tradition but the original one: that heresy was always a deviation from a prior purity, never an authentic expression of Christian faith.

​The Heresiologist's Craft

Reading the Panarion carefully reveals the specific literary and rhetorical techniques through which Epiphanius constructed his accounts of individual heresies. Understanding these techniques is essential for any reader who wishes to extract reliable historical information from the work, because the techniques themselves introduce systematic distortions that affect the content of every account.

The first and most pervasive technique is genealogical derivation. Every heresy in the Panarion is shown to derive from a prior heresy, which derives in turn from a still earlier error, ultimately tracing back to pre-Christian paganism. This genealogical schema serves the orthodox claim that the Church's teaching is the original and authentic tradition, and that all heresies are subsequent corruptions of that tradition. But it also means that Epiphanius frequently attributed to later groups the doctrines and practices of earlier ones, sometimes on the basis of genuine historical connection and sometimes on the basis of assumed derivation. The result is that groups separated by centuries and geography could be described as essentially identical in their beliefs and practices, a methodological convenience that obscured real historical diversity.

The second technique is the inflation of moral accusation. Heresiological literature from the second century onward operated on the assumption that theological error was invariably accompanied by moral depravity. This assumption was not merely rhetorical: it was grounded in a theological conviction that right belief and right living were inseparable, so that any deviation from orthodox theology must ultimately express itself in corrupt behaviour. In practice, this conviction meant that Epiphanius and his predecessors regularly amplified accusations of sexual licence against groups they condemned, regardless of what those groups actually did. A community that was genuinely ascetic might be described as secretly libertine; a community that practised legitimate communal living might be accused of sexual communism. The accusations functioned not as factual reports but as theological signatures, markers of the moral corruption that heresy, by its nature, must produce.

The third technique is the deployment of spectacle. Epiphanius was a gifted writer with a strong sense of drama, and his accounts of heretical practices often have the quality of theatrical performance rather than sober historical description. The details he provided, the heated underground chambers of the Adamites, the ritual consumption of menstrual blood and semen attributed to other Gnostic groups, the elaborate sexual ceremonies described for the Phibionites, are vivid, specific, and memorable in a way that suggests less documentary record than deliberate rhetorical construction. The function of these spectacles was not primarily to inform but to horrify: to make the reader feel, viscerally, the threat that heresy posed to the social and moral order, and thus to ensure that the reader would recognise and resist it.

​What the Panarion Preserved

Despite all these qualifications, the Panarion remains an irreplaceable historical source. It preserves genuine texts and fragments that would otherwise be lost. It records the names and some of the actual doctrines of groups that are mentioned nowhere else in the ancient record. It provides, even through the distortions of its polemical framework, evidence about the remarkable diversity of early Christian religious life and the genuine theological creativity of groups that the orthodox tradition condemned and suppressed. For any historian of early Christianity, the Panarion is indispensable, not as a transparent window onto the groups it describes, but as a complex, opaque medium through which glimpses of an otherwise lost world can sometimes be caught.

For the history of the Adamites specifically, the Panarion's importance cannot be overstated, because almost everything that subsequent writers said about the ancient Adamites derived ultimately from what Epiphanius wrote in the early 370s. Augustine of Hippo, who treated the Adamites in his De Haeresibus, was working from Epiphanius. Theodoret of Cyrrhus, whose account contradicted Epiphanius in significant ways, was working from the same tradition. John of Damascus, writing four centuries after Epiphanius, drew on the Anakephalaiosis. The derivative chain is long and almost unbroken, and at its origin sits the elderly bishop of Salamis, uncertain whether his information was reliable, uncertain whether the sect he was describing actually existed, but committed, by his own theological project, by his own understanding of what orthodoxy required, to the proposition that the error he was refuting was real, and dangerous, and must be named.

That naming was an act of creation as much as an act of description. In naming the Adamites, Epiphanius created a category, a theological and moral category, marked by specific practices and specific doctrines, that would outlive its creator by two millennia. Later writers would apply that category to movements that had nothing directly to do with what Epiphanius described. Inquisitors would use it to condemn communities of medieval mystics. Polemicists would use it to discredit radical Puritans. Historians would use it as an explanatory label for sectarian phenomena across the full breadth of Western religious history. The category was powerful precisely because it was vague, because the uncertainty Epiphanius himself expressed about its referent made it infinitely applicable to new targets in new contexts.

​The Bishop of Salamis and the History That Followed

Epiphanius died in 403, on board a ship returning from Constantinople where he had played a role, characteristically energetic, characteristically damaging, in the campaign against John Chrysostom. He was old, probably in his late eighties or early nineties, and whatever regrets he carried with him into death, uncertainty about the value of his life's work was unlikely to have been among them. He had done what he set out to do. He had created the most comprehensive catalogue of Christian heresies that had ever been assembled. He had defended the Nicene faith with every intellectual weapon at his disposal. He had, in his own understanding, served the Church faithfully and well.

What he could not have anticipated was the particular afterlife of his most problematic creation. The account of the Adamites in Panarion 52 was not, by any measure, one of the most important sections of his great work. It was brief, uncertain, and by his own admission based on unreliable information. It occupied a small fraction of the vast edifice he had constructed. But it was to prove, of all the eighty heresies he catalogued, among the most durable. The Adamites would return, again and again, in forms Epiphanius could never have imagined, in the forests of Bohemia, in the streets of Amsterdam, in the pamphlet wars of revolutionary England. And whenever they returned, the shadow of the Panarion fell across the account, shaping what contemporaries believed they were seeing, providing the language in which transgression was described and condemned.

To read Epiphanius carefully is to understand that the history of the Adamites is, in its foundations, not a history of naked worshippers in heated underground chambers. It is a history of a name, and of what that name has been made to mean. The name was given by a combative bishop in Cyprus in the 370s of the common era, working from uncertain information about a group he was not sure existed, in the service of a theological project whose ramifications extended far beyond anything he could have foreseen.

That name, and what was done with it across the centuries that followed, is the subject of everything that comes next. But before the later chapters of this story can be properly told, one more encounter is necessary: a close reading of exactly what Epiphanius actually wrote about the Adamites, and a careful assessment of what, if anything, lies behind it. That encounter is where the history of this strange tradition truly begins.
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​Chapter 3: The Adamites of North Africa, Hearsay, Heated Chambers, and the Problem of Evidence
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Begin with what we actually have. After two chapters of context, the theological architecture of Eden, the polemical machinery of Epiphanius, it is time to confront the primary source material directly, to read it as carefully as it deserves to be read, and to ask with full methodological rigour what it actually tells us. The answer, when that question is put honestly, is less than almost every subsequent account of the Adamites has assumed. But less is not nothing, and the gap between what the sources say and what they have been taken to say is itself one of the most historically significant things about the entire Adamite tradition.

The fifty-second section of Epiphanius's Panarion is not long. In the context of the vast encyclopaedia that surrounds it, a work that devotes dozens of pages to the major Gnostic systems, hundreds of pages to the Arian controversy, and extraordinary detailed attention to dozens of movements most readers will never have heard of, the treatment of the Adamites is almost perfunctory. It occupies a few columns of the critical text, describes a handful of practices, offers a theological explanation for those practices, and then moves on. Its brevity is itself significant. Whatever Epiphanius thought the Adamites were, he did not think they required extensive refutation. They were, in his ordering of things, a relatively minor entry in the vast catalogue of error he was assembling, sufficiently dangerous to include, not sufficiently important to dwell upon.

What he wrote about them, however, in those few brief columns, became the foundation for everything that followed. Every subsequent account of the ancient Adamites, in Augustine, in Theodoret, in John of Damascus, and in the hundreds of later writers who cited these authorities, derived ultimately from what Epiphanius set down in the early 370s. To read Panarion 52 carefully is therefore not merely to read one ancient text among many. It is to read the origin point of a tradition, and to understand that origin point is to understand something essential about the tradition's nature.

​Reading Panarion 52

Epiphanius begins his account of the Adamites with a geographical attribution: he places them in North Africa, in the region that had produced so many of the significant theological movements of the early Christian centuries. North Africa was not an arbitrary location. It was the homeland of Tertullian and Cyprian, of the Donatist schism and the Novatianist controversy, of a fierce, combative strain of African Christianity that had repeatedly generated movements of radical purity and radical transgression. To place the Adamites in North Africa was to place them within a tradition of religious intensity that a fourth-century reader would have recognised immediately.

The practices Epiphanius attributed to them are described with a specificity that is striking precisely because, as he admitted, he did not actually know whether the group existed. They met in subterranean chambers, underground spaces that were artificially heated to create an atmosphere of warmth. The reason for this heating was theological: they sought to reproduce the conditions of Paradise as they imagined them, a place of warmth and ease where clothing was unnecessary and the body moved freely in an ambient temperature that made the human need for covering irrelevant. In these chambers they conducted their worship collectively and without clothing. They called the space itself Paradise, giving to their assembly room the name of the garden from which humanity had been expelled. And they labelled themselves, collectively, Adam and Eve, men taking the name Adam, women taking the name Eve, so that the entire community became, in its self-understanding, a reconstituted first family in a recovered garden.

They rejected marriage. This detail is important and often underemphasised in subsequent accounts. The Adamite rejection of marriage was not simply a rejection of sexual regulation, it was a positive theological claim about the nature of prelapsarian humanity. Before the Fall, there had been no marriage, because marriage was a social institution, and social institutions belonged to the fallen world. The first couple had existed in a state of unregulated, unselfconscious union that preceded and transcended the formal bonds of matrimony. If the Adamite community had genuinely recovered that prelapsarian state, then marriage was not merely unnecessary but actively inappropriate, a concession to fallen social arrangements that the restored community had left behind.

What replaced marriage, in the Adamite system as Epiphanius described it, was a condition of general equality in which all members of the community were, in principle, equally available to all others. The heresiological implication of this claim, the accusation of sexual communism that would follow almost automatically from such a premise, is present in the text, though Epiphanius handles it with less lurid detail than some of his successors would. His primary interest is in the theological logic of the Adamite position, which he presents with enough clarity that the reader can understand, if not endorse, the reasoning involved.

Then comes the sentence that changes everything. Having described all of this with the confidence of a man reporting established facts, Epiphanius paused and admitted that he was not sure any of it was true. He had heard these things from others. He could not verify them independently. He was uncertain whether the Adamites constituted a distinct, recognisable sect with genuine historical continuity, or whether they were a loose collection of individuals whose practices had been grouped under a single name by the convenience of the heresiological tradition. The admission is startling in the context of a work that elsewhere proceeds with unwavering self-assurance. It is the moment when the author stepped out from behind the rhetorical machinery of the Panarion and confessed, briefly, to the reader and perhaps to himself, that he was working in the dark.

​The Weight of an Admission

Scholars have not always given this admission the weight it deserves. The temptation, for anyone writing about the Adamites, is to treat Epiphanius's description as a baseline of factual information, imperfect, certainly, and requiring critical qualification, but ultimately providing a real historical core around which the subsequent tradition built its elaborations. On this reading, the admission of uncertainty is a methodological caveat, a scholarly scruple, that does not fundamentally undermine the reliability of the description that preceded it.

But this reading underestimates the significance of what Epiphanius actually said. He did not merely say that his sources were imperfect or that some details might be inaccurate. He said that he was uncertain whether the group he was describing existed as a recognisable sect at all. This is a much more radical admission. It means that the entire description, the underground chambers, the ritual heat, the collective nudity, the rejection of marriage, the naming of Paradise, might have been constructed not from observations of actual Adamite practice but from the heresiological tradition's repertoire of transgressive practices, applied to a name that Epiphanius had encountered without reliable information about what, if anything, lay behind it.

This possibility deserves to be taken seriously rather than set aside. The heresiological repertoire was real, and its operations were demonstrable. Across the full range of early Christian heresiological literature, the same cluster of accusations recurs with a consistency that cannot be explained by the actual diversity of sectarian practice: underground assemblies, ritual nudity, sexual communism, the rejection of marriage, the claim to have transcended ordinary moral categories. These accusations appear in treatments of the Nicolaitans, the Carpocratians, the Borborites, the Phibionites, and dozens of other groups, sometimes with detailed elaboration and sometimes as bare assertions. Their persistence is the persistence of a genre convention, not of a documentary record. And when Epiphanius admitted that his information about the Adamites was based on hearsay, he was admitting, whether he fully recognised it or not, that the description he had provided might be largely a product of that convention rather than of historical reality.

None of this means the Adamites did not exist. It means we cannot know, from Epiphanius's account alone, whether they did. The honest historical position is one of genuine uncertainty: there may have been, in second, third, or fourth-century North Africa, one or more groups who practised forms of ritual nudity and drew theological justification from the Eden narrative. There may have been no such groups, and the name "Adamites" may have been attached to a cluster of heresiological stereotypes rather than any actual community. Both possibilities are consistent with what Epiphanius wrote, and the evidence does not allow us to decide definitively between them.

​The Derivative Accounts and Their Divergences

Understanding the limitations of Epiphanius's account becomes even more important when we turn to the derivative accounts that followed it, because those accounts diverged from each other in ways that illuminate both the flexibility of the Adamite category and the processes by which heresiological tradition was transmitted and transformed.

Augustine of Hippo treated the Adamites in his De Haeresibus, the catalogue of heresies he compiled late in his life. Augustine was not a disinterested reporter: he was the most influential theologian in the Latin West, a man whose views on original sin, sexuality, and the body had themselves shaped the theological landscape within which the Adamites were understood. His account of them drew directly on Epiphanius and added little that was genuinely new. The Adamites, for Augustine, were a group who conducted their worship in the nude and who called their church Paradise, details taken directly from the Panarion. Augustine also attributed to them the practice of labelling all members of the community as Adam and Eve, and he noted their rejection of marriage. What he did not add was any independent evidence that such a group had actually existed, any personal testimony from individuals who had encountered them, or any documentary evidence of their beliefs and practices. The De Haeresibus was, in relation to the Adamites, a restatement of Epiphanius in compressed form, without either critical engagement with his sources or independent information that might supplement or correct them.

Theodoret of Cyrrhus, writing in the same century as Augustine, produced in his Compendium of Heretical Fables an account of the Adamites that contradicted Epiphanius in one important and revealing respect. Where Epiphanius had emphasised the severe, self-denying character of the Adamite community, their rejection of marriage, their claim to have transcended ordinary desire, the implication that their nudity was an expression of achieved purity rather than of licence, Theodoret characterised them as an offshoot of the Carpocratians and attributed to them a highly promiscuous, licentious character. For Theodoret, the Adamites were not ascetics who had recovered prelapsarian innocence but libertines who used the language of innocence to justify behaviour that was, in his description, thoroughly depraved.

This contradiction is not a minor discrepancy to be smoothed over by preferring one source to the other. It is historically significant in itself, and it demands explanation. How could two writers, working from the same basic tradition, produce accounts so different in their characterisation of the same group? The most plausible answer is that neither writer was primarily describing an actual community of people. Both were deploying a category, the Adamite category, in the service of their own theological and polemical concerns, filling that category with the characteristics that best served their immediate argumentative purposes.

For Epiphanius, the Adamite claim to have recovered prelapsarian innocence was best refuted by showing its theological absurdity: the idea that fallen human beings could simply declare themselves restored to Eden, and that this declaration justified the abandonment of the social structures, clothing, marriage, property, that fallen humanity required for its governance. The emphasis on severe asceticism served this argument, because it made the Adamites a coherent theological position rather than a mere excuse for licence. Refuting a coherent theological position was a more impressive achievement than merely denouncing a group of libertines.

For Theodoret, writing in a different context and with different opponents in mind, the most effective way to discredit a restorationist theology was to show where it led in practice: not to achieved holiness but to Carpocratian-style sexual communism. By connecting the Adamites to the Carpocratians, whose reputation for licentiousness was well established in the heresiological tradition, Theodoret was making an argument about the necessary consequences of antinomian theology. The emphasis on libertinism served this argument because it showed the reader that the Adamite claim to innocence was always a pretext, and that the antinomian tradition always produced the same result.

Peter van Egmond, whose analysis of the ancient Adamite accounts is among the most searching in the scholarly literature, captured this dynamic precisely when he observed that the divergence between Epiphanius and Theodoret suggests the ancient Adamite was less a historical reality than a flexible heresiological construct, a category that could be filled with different content depending on what the writer most needed to condemn. The category was defined by a theological claim (the recovery of prelapsarian innocence) and a symbolic practice (ritual nudity), and within those broad parameters the specific content could vary considerably. Different writers used the category differently, and the differences between their accounts are a product of their different uses rather than of their access to different historical facts.

​The Physical Details and Their Plausibility

Despite these methodological reservations, the physical details attributed to the ancient Adamites deserve to be interrogated individually rather than dismissed wholesale. Even if the overall description is a heresiological construction, individual details within it might reflect genuine practices, or genuine reports of practices, that found their way into the tradition through channels that cannot now be precisely reconstructed.

The subterranean, artificially heated worship space is among the most distinctive details in Epiphanius's account, and it is worth asking whether it corresponds to anything in the material culture of the ancient Mediterranean world. Heated chambers, hypocausts, were a standard feature of Roman bathing culture, and the association between bathing and the exposure of the body was deeply embedded in the social life of the Roman Empire. Public baths were places where nudity was not merely accepted but required, where the body was displayed without shame in a context defined by cleanliness, sociality, and physical ease. The theological imagination that associated ritual nudity with a heated enclosed space might have been drawing, consciously or unconsciously, on the familiar social reality of the Roman bath as a model for what a community of the unashamed might look like.

This connection does not confirm that the Adamites existed or that they used heated chambers for their assemblies. It suggests, rather, that the detail of the heated chamber was not arbitrary, that it drew on a recognisable cultural reality, the bathhouse, to make the imagined Adamite assembly feel plausible and specific. Whether the detail originated in an actual report of Adamite practice or was constructed from cultural materials available to the heresiological imagination is impossible to determine. Both possibilities are consistent with what Epiphanius wrote and with what we know about the processes of heresiological composition.

The rejection of marriage is a more theologically substantial detail, and one that is more plausible as a description of actual sectarian practice. The history of early Christianity is full of movements that rejected marriage on theological grounds, ranging from the orthodox Encratites through various Gnostic communities to the mainstream ascetic tradition that celebrated virginity as the highest Christian calling. A community that rejected marriage specifically on the grounds that it was a post-Fall institution, that the recovery of Edenic innocence made matrimony as obsolete as clothing, would have been theologically unusual but not incoherent. The argument had genuine biblical and theological resources behind it, as the first chapter of this book has shown, and there is nothing inherently implausible about a group that had developed and acted upon it.

The naming practices attributed to the Adamites, the designation of all male members as Adam and all female members as Eve, are among the details most likely to reflect some genuine sectarian practice, because they are theologically precise in a way that goes beyond mere heresiological stereotype. The levelling of all personal identities into the single identity of the first human couple is a coherent theological act: it abolishes the accumulated social identities of fallen history and restores the community to a condition of primal simplicity in which all human beings are, in their essential nature, the single original pair. Communities that adopted collective identities of this kind are documented elsewhere in the history of religious radicalism, and the practice attributed to the Adamites fits recognisably within that pattern.

None of this adds up to a reliable historical portrait of an actual community. What it does suggest is that the Adamite account in the Panarion was not constructed entirely from thin air. Some elements of it may reflect genuine theological positions that were circulating in late antique Christian culture; others may reflect actual practices reported through chains of testimony that are now irrecoverable; still others may be products of the heresiological imagination operating on theological premises rather than empirical observation. The historian's task is to hold all these possibilities in mind simultaneously, rather than collapsing the account into either pure documentation or pure fabrication.

​John of Damascus and the Transmission of Error

When John of Damascus, writing in eighth-century Syria, included the Adamites in his own catalogue of heresies, he was not reporting new information. He was transmitting old information through the medium of the Anakephalaiosis, the epitome of the Panarion that circulated under Epiphanius's name and made the Panarion's contents accessible to Byzantine readers who could not engage with the full text. John's treatment of the Adamites is briefer still than Epiphanius's, and it adds nothing that was not already present in the earlier tradition. But its inclusion in one of the most authoritative reference works of Byzantine theology ensured that the Adamite category would remain available as a heresiological resource for as long as the Byzantine theological tradition exerted influence.

The transmission from Epiphanius through the Anakephalaiosis to John of Damascus illustrates a general principle of the heresiological tradition: the further from the original source, the more authoritative the account tended to become in the eyes of its readers. John of Damascus was not presenting himself as uncertain, as Epiphanius had been. He
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