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Earliest Christianity, that is Christianity in its first century and a half, produced a flurry of different kinds of texts.  Many of these texts have been extensively investigated by scholars over the past century—several have, it seems been investigated to within an inch of their lives.  However, there are some texts which have, by and large, been ignored or been vastly underrepresented in scholarly literature.  In particular, eight texts—the pre-Decian martyr acts—have been quite ignored by mainstream biblical and Christian scholarship.  These texts—when they have been examined at all—have been treated in the same manner for the last one hundred years.  As the first three chapters of this study will show, the pre-Decian martyr stories have been examined in the same way from which the very same conclusions have been arrived at.  All of these texts have been analyzed only by means of a very few critical methodologies, namely form criticism and historiographical criticism.  The narrow range of conclusions at which scholars have arrived are (1) that the texts are most useful as sources of information about the historical context in which they were written than as texts per se and (2) that the texts are more or less reliable witness of the events depicted within them.  The second part of this work is an attempt to begin to address this situation.  Here, these eight texts are reexamined in order first to reassess the genre in which they have traditionally been placed, then to analyze them by means of newer critical methodologies.  Specifically, the final two chapters contain analyses of The Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs and The Martyrdom of Ptolemaeus and Lucius by means of Socio-Rhetorical Criticism—an interdisciplinary critical method that examines texts from a wide spectrum of scholarly viewpoints.  The result of this inquiry is to regard these stories in a heretofore unexamined manner, that is from the text to the context, rather than in the traditional method of context to text.
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Introduction

Among the Christian texts of the first four centuries of the Common Era are eight orphans, the pre-Decian, or second century martyr stories.  I say orphan because, as we shall see, they have been all but ignored in the annals of scholarship.  At the same time, however, the work that has been done on these texts has been of a curiously static kind.  Indeed, the conclusions of the few scholars who have worked on these texts has become a kind of “received tradition” that regards these texts as all but historical texts, repositories of documentary evidence of the machinery of the society of the Roman Empire.  Along with this conception of the texts as historical or documentary sources is the conception that the texts are edited or otherwise directly derived from actual, eyewitness accounts or taken directly from court records of the actual trials in which the martyrs were condemned.  If we were to fashion in our minds’ eyes a reconstruction of the genesis of one of these texts, in fact, it would go something like this:

On a hot summer morning in the year when Marcus Aurelius died, six men and six women were brought into the court of the proconsul in the city of Carthage.  The master-at-arms called the court to order for the next case: twelve citizens accused of the high crime of professing Christianity.  As the charge is read, a stenographer dips his pen in ink and begins to scratch the words of the proconsul and the accused onto a sheet of papyrus.

The proconsul begins the proceeding by telling the accused that they could acquit themselves from the charge and save their lives if only they will swear by the genius of the emperor Commodus.  The defendants refuse this generous offer and try to say something about their religion, but the proconsul cuts them off.  He again asks the defendants to save themselves by swearing on the emperor’s genius.  Again, the twelve refuse to acquit themselves and again try to preach.  Exasperated, perhaps longing to end the morning session and retreat the governor’s palace to rest from the heat of the African sun, the proconsul—in accordance with a seventy year old law—asks once more if the prisoners will relent and swear by the genius of Commodus.  For the third time, all the prisoners refuse the offer.  At that point there was only one more formality, the governor asked the defendants if the box of banned Christians books that had been found in their possession was in fact their property.  They admit that this is the case.  The proconsul then—as he had done several times since taking control of the province the previous spring—pronounces a death sentence on the hapless Christians.

As his herald proclaims aloud the judgment for the benefit of the onlookers and for the stenographer scratching away in the corner.  To the amazement of everyone present, the condemned criminals actually cheer as soldiers lead them out of the room.  In a few moments, all are gone, on their way to the headsman’s block.

Quickly, the proconsul proclaims the end of the morning assize and flees to the cool of the governor’s palace where the servants already have his mid-day meal ready.  Meanwhile, the court personnel and the onlookers all depart to enjoy their own siestas.  The stenographer, however, still had some work to do before he could rest.

Gathering up the records he had jotted down in shorthand during the trial, he went to the official archive, just a few doors down from the court.  There he handed the records over to the clerks.  After initialing a receipt, he went off to his own siesta.  The clerk, meanwhile, took the records, tagged them and placed them in the appropriate pigeonhole.  There they would remain, quite likely until the Vandals sacked the city in the fifth century.

Sometime after the trial, perhaps only a few months, perhaps as much as a couple of years, a Christian of some means who had perhaps watched the trial and perhaps was acquainted with one or more of the dead martyrs, inquired about obtaining a copy of the court record.  The archive clerks were more than happy to oblige, for proper consideration of course.  A certain amount of money was exchanged and one of the clerks quickly wrote out a copy of the commentarius.  In short order, the buyer, copy in hand, left the building.

Having gotten a true copy of the events surrounding the deaths of these Christians, the buyer then edited the account himself.  Perhaps he felt that the stenographer had not recorded all the words of the martyrs, especially when they had tried to preach the message.  So the buyer added a few words, words he felt were indicative of these heroes.  After editing and embellishing the text to his own satisfaction, the buyer then had copies made—perhaps by his own slaves or through the business of a client—and published them as the true account of the deaths of the twelve martyrs from the town of Scilli.  Eventually, nearly two thousand years later, the text—which had somehow survived the vicissitudes of the intervening centuries—was hailed by scholars seeking to understand that time and place as a precious example of early Latin Christianity.

This reconstruction of the events surrounding the creation of the text of The Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs is a wholly imaginary exercise.  In fact, there is not one scintilla of evidence for things happening in any way remotely resembling this story.  Yet, this is exactly the conception of the origin of the pre-Decian martyr-stories as envisioned by martyr scholars over the past one hundred years.  In nearly every case, up to and including the current year, scholars have believed that the eight pre-Decian martyr were drawn either from eyewitness accounts of the trials and deaths of the martyrs or from the actual court records of their trials.  In our exercise above, we see the implied scenario surrounding the martyrdom of the Scillitans as it is thought of by most expositors of these texts and the scholars who have drawn on the work of the martyr scholars.

The result of this kind of thinking in regard to these early martyr stories has been to conceive of them as repositories of information about the mid- to late-second century world.  In other words, what the texts are used for is to elucidate the society, culture and history of the Antonine period.  In sum, when these texts are examined, the subject of the texts—that is the martyrs themselves—are shunted aside and ignored in favor of the environment

Quite simply, I feel that this approach has been incorrect in nearly every regard.  As we shall see in the coming pages, scholarship has, by and large, ignored the story in favor of the pedigree of the text, hence its context.  Yet, by not examining the story, scholarship has ignored clues to the communities which created these texts and by which texts communicated their views of the world.  More importantly, we shall also find that some of the common assumptions concerning these texts are just that, assumptions.

Now this is not to say that the previous scholarship is without merit.  Rather, the knowledge gained so far remains valuable, just woefully incomplete.  The reason for this is mainly because the texts have been examined by means of only a very few interpretational methods, namely form-criticism and historiographical methods.  The point of this study is that these methods have been long since exhausted and the time is long overdue for the use of newer methodologies.

Therefore, in the coming pages we shall do the following: We shall visit the history of the martyr scholarship and examine the current state of scholarship of these stories.  We shall then present a new examination of these texts by means of a new, interdisciplinary hermeneutic.  Specifically, we shall re-examine the two pre-Decian texts that have been regarded by the scholarly world as most likely directly derived from eyewitness accounts or from court records: The Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs, and The Martyrdom of Ptolemaeus and Lucius.

The method by which this examination shall be accomplished shall be Socio-Rhetorical Criticism.  This method is an interdisciplinary method that attempts to examine texts by means of a variety of critical methods at the same time.  Account is taken of textual, historical, literary, and social scientific methods.  Moreover, this method attempts to examine texts from the inside out, that is from the text to the context.  As a result, we shall see that these texts are far more complex and rich with information than for which they have heretofore been credited.  In the end, we shall re-experience these texts as products of communities rather than as artifacts of a single over-arching culture.

In structure, this study begins with a brief overview of the history of martyr scholarship over the last five centuries.  This is covered in chapters one and two.  Then, in chapter three, we shall examine current martyr scholarship as revealed by the works of four contemporary martyr researchers.  In chapter four we shall re-open the issue of interpretation of the texts by both introducing the Socio-Rhetorical method and by re-examining the issue of the proper categorization of these texts.  In chapter five we shall perform a Socio-Rhetorical analysis of The Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs.  In the last chapter we shall perform a similar analysis of The Martyrdom of Ptolemaeus and Lucius.  The result of this preliminary exercise shall be a richer and fuller understanding of these texts in particular and the genre as a whole.  Moreover, with a richer understanding of the text will come a fuller understanding of the individual contexts of these texts, namely both the communities that created them and the world in which they lived.

As Augustine of Hippo heard the child chant: Take up and read, take up and read.

––––––––

Chapter 1

Scholarship from 1500 to 1900: The Editors

Before the rhetorical analysis of the martyr stories can be done, it is first necessary to examine the history of modern research into these texts.  We shall here briefly explore three periods of martyr research: the period from 1500 to 1900, from 1900 to 1985, and current scholarship.  In the course of this exploration, we shall discover that martyr scholarship has had a bizarre history.  Simply put, martyr research has been dominated by only a very few analytical methods.  For most of its history, martyr research has been dominated by editing, joined only in the last century by form criticism.​[1]  As a result, for most scholars, the primary importance of the martyr texts is their “authenticity” as documentary evidence of the second century.  Most often the question of provenance of the second century martyr stories is presented as already having been settled.  Newer literary critical methods have never been applied to these texts prior to the present decade, except in a very minor way.​[2] 

One final point needs to be made clear: what this study is not saying is that there has not been work done that speaks of these texts in ways that go beyond the question of authenticity.  This is clearly not the case.  However, what is clear from the research is that the question of authenticity lies at the base of every work on the subject that this writer has encountered.  Thus we may move beyond that question and, unlike all the scholars we shall encounter in this first part of the study, examine other aspects of the texts.  Still, knowing this, it is not the purpose of this study to dismiss, or otherwise ignore or minimize any of this important research.

On the other hand, none of this work goes to the core of the situation surrounding these particular texts: all of the work just mentioned refers to the martyr stories in relation to other topics, but does not treat on the texts themselves.  In other words, the texts, the stories themselves remain essentially unexamined by any scholarly means except editing and form criticism.  To be even clearer, although various scholars have used these stories to explain aspects of their cultural context, they themselves have not been explored.  What this means is that the texts themselves are used only as a means to explain something other than the text.

However, the texts had a particular meaning for their respective audiences and, therefore, a reason for being constructed in the way they are constructed.  Quite simply, no one has utilized the tools that examine the text in such a way that might explain the text’s raison d’être instead of using the texts to explain something else.  As mentioned in the general introduction to this work, the purpose of this study is to remedy this lack in some small way.

Martyr Scholarship to 1500

Preceding the Renaissance, the second century martyr stories were contained in a number of manuscripts.  Some of these were the codices preserved in various churches, monasteries and private collections.  There were also a number of other collections of saints’ lives (containing martyrdoms) that became the basis of some of the liturgical calendars of the European Middle Ages.  Most notable among these was the collection often attributed to Jerome, as well as several other hagiographies preserved by the Carolingians.​[3]  Many of these texts were in fact documents with a specific liturgical or edificatory purpose.  For example, we know that the texts of both The Martyrdom of Polycarp and The Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs were long contained in a menology, that is a book of hagiographies arranged along the calendar as to the months in which the martyrdoms were supposed to have happened.  During the course of the year the stories would be read during a service commemorating the life and death of that particular martyr, or group of martyrs.​[4]

However, during the Renaissance there came a change in attitude concerning the place of these texts that was part and parcel of the critical movement that so changed the perception of the ancient world.  Toward the end of the medieval period, scholars began to interrogate the authenticity of many of their received documents.​[5]  Instead of accepting the traditional outlook that granted these texts very nearly a deuterocanonical status, scholars began to investigate the texts’ internal claims and their traditional pedigree.  This resulted in many of the texts that had been accepted as authentic without question since the end of antiquity—some of notorious character such as the Constantinian Donation, discovered to be a fraud by Lorenzo Valla—were put in their proper context.​[6]  Some were upheld as genuine, some were relegated to questionable status and many others were exposed as frauds.  It was within this milieu that scholars began to touch, now and again, upon the martyr texts.


Mombritius


The earliest surviving example of a non-theological collection of martyr stories known to this writer is Boninus Mombritius’ Sactuarium seu Vitae Sanctorum.​[7] This work—published sometime in the latter half of the fifteenth century—consists of little more than a collection of all the martyr stories known to Mombritius.  All the stories are set forth in Latin and only in the version known to Mombritius.  For example, the martyrdom of Polycarp is in this work, but only in a very much-abridged version that may have been taken from a Latin translation of Eusebius.​[8]  However, this collection—still little more than a collection of all known saints lives—was different from previous collections in some important ways: instead of producing another menology or hagiography for a liturgical purpose, Mombritius apparently published his collection for extra-ecclesial studies. This is perhaps made clear from the utter lack of any form of calendrical devices or theological commentary.  All the same, Mombritius made no effort to distinguish what we might now consider the “authentic” saints’ lives and martyrdoms from the spurious.​[9]  Mombritius also did not arrange the texts in any sort of chronological order.​[10]  Moreover, Mombritius did not make any reference to different versions of the same text.  Further, although some of the martyr stories of the pre-Decian period, the focus of this study, were included, they exist only as a few, scattered entries within the work, or in a much abridged or epitomized form.​[11]  In short, what Mombritius achieved, though not a modern scholarly work, was the first treatment of these martyr texts outside the venue of the Church—a very important step indeed.

Mombritius was followed by other collectors, though these were, by and large, more concerned with the use of the hagiographic stories in the context of the Church.  For example, Laurentius Surius, about a century after Mombritius,​[12] produced a six-volume collection of hagiographies.  It proved very useful, in that it went through three additional editions within fifty years.  However, in relation to Mombritius, Surius’ work might be considered a step backward.  Unlike Mombritius, Surius arranged his collection according to the liturgical calendar.

This kind of arrangement of the materials continued through the century following Surius’ work.  In the early part of the seventeenth century, for example, we encounter the beginnings of the Société des Bollandistes.  This group, founded by Dom Jean Bolland, was and is a society within the Society of Jesus that is dedicated to the scholarly inquiry of the saints and saints’ lives.​[13]  The prehistory of this group begins almost at the dawn of the seventeenth century with the publication of Rosweyde’s calendar of saints in 1607.​[14]  Rosweyde followed this with his lives of the fathers in 1615, which gained some notoriety.​[15]  This work became the foundation of the work of the Bollandists, when their founder Jean Bolland was sent to the Jesuit House in Antwerp specifically for the purpose of completing Rosweyde’s work.​[16]  Their work, which continues to contribute to our understanding of all facets of the interaction of Christianity with the Roman and Medieval worlds, has been invaluable.  They become pertinent to the present discussion through the publication of the Bollandist Acta Sanctorum.​[17]  This collection, like that of Mombritius and that of Surius is again a collection of all extant saints’ lives, including our martyr stories.  However, again unlike Mombritius but like Surius, the Bollandist collection is arranged along a liturgical calendar.


Ruinart


In the 1660's Theodorici Ruinart published his Acta Martyrum,​[18] which has enjoyed a place of prominence for more than two hundred years.​[19]  This collection gathers, most likely for the first time, all of the martyr texts that had both survived the scholarly scrutiny of the prior two hundred years and were thought to be of an authentically ancient vintage.  Ruinart took each story and set forth an edited text in the original Latin and, in some cases, Greek.  Along with the text, Ruinart provided an introduction and a grammatical commentary and list of sources.

In the course of this work we may observe what changes in scholarship were made in the course of the two hundred years since Mombritius.  Where Mombritius’ work consisted of no more than a collection of martyr stories and hagiographies in no particular order, Ruinart’s work was very much the opposite.  Significantly, martyr stories were separated from the hagiographies.  His organizing principle was this: Hagiographies are the biographies of saints, which include the story of their entire lives up to and possibly including a martyrdom.  Martyr stories, on the other hand, are death stories of saints, as the name implies.  All extant martyr accounts that were determined to date from the apostolic period to Constantine’s ascension to the Imperial throne, among others, were included, including many of our second century accounts.​[20]  Unlike Mombritius, however, Ruinart took a more critical approach to the texts.  Instead of merely presenting the stories of the saints and martyrs, Ruinart examined all available manuscripts, culling those that were spurious and examining critically those that he determined to be authentically from before the reign of the Christian emperors.  In addition, Ruinart distinguished between the different versions of the same text, often including the variations and different translations that had survived to his time.

For example, Ruinart not only collected the Latin version of The Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs, but also included the Greek rescension.  Further, he included a Latin fragment that differed from the "canonical" text.  Even more, he included critical notes on grammar, an innovation to the study of these texts.​[21]  He does the same for the Martyrdom of Polycarp and the rest of the martyr stories.​[22]  In his edition, Ruinart included all known Latin and Greek rescensions and commented on the text.​[23]  Moreover, in addition to the word-by-word grammatical commentary, Ruinart also included introductory notes on each text, plus a bibliography of his sources, thus enabling others to check his work.

––––––––

Others

Although the period from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries produced such fine and enduring examples of scholarship as Ruinart, by far the greater proportion of work dealing with the early martyrs—or martyrs in general—were of a less exacting sort.  Many of these other works made little pretense of being the kind of scholarship demonstrated by Ruinart.  Instead, they were popular works that recounted the deaths of the martyrs both in lurid detail and often with edificatory intent.

Examples of this kind of literature abound.  Foxe’s Book of Martyrs,​[24] written in the mid-sixteenth century, portrays the martyrs of the English Protestant movement in just the same way as the martyrs from antiquity.  Similarly, Chandler’s History of the Persecutions, in Four Parts​[25] does the same for the Protestant groups in England near the end of the eighteenth century.  Elsewhere, other works on saints and martyrs were produced. The Acta Sanctorum continued to be produce by the Bollandists through this entire period.​[26]  Other dictionaries of saints and martyrs appeared throughout this period.​[27]  Indeed, this kind of writing has never really ceased, even among reputable scholars.​[28]

With J. B. Lightfoot we again encounter a figure as influential in this field as Ruinart.  Through the middle half of the nineteenth century, Lightfoot produced a steady stream of work on patristic writings that are still regarded as a benchmark of scholarly quality, though (in truth) his work on the martyrs was only a small part of his output.  Of all his works, the ones that deal most closely with the study at hand were his work on the Apostolic Fathers.  While that body of works known as the Apostolic Fathers is not synonymous with the martyr stories, it does encompass at least one of them—The Martyrdom of Polycarp.  The edition of the text that Lightfoot put together remains respected in the scholarly community.​[29]  It is largely from Lightfoot’s work that one of the main points of discussion on The Martyrdom of Polycarp derives.  The one constant controversy—such as it is—that has followed The Martyrdom of Polycarp since the nineteenth century has been the matter of the text’s date.  In a nutshell, scholars for a variety of reasons have dated this text to almost any year between 149 CE and 177 CE.​[30]  Lightfoot himself dated the text to 155 and, by virtue of his (then) compelling arguments, made that date the greatest point of contention for the text ever since.  Although we have not time to recount fully the debate, Lightfoot’s reasons for dating Polycarp to 155 are as follows:

First, he shows that Eusebius’ knowledge of the second century dating systems was deficient, which caused him to date Polycarp to around 177, during the reign of Marcus Aurelius.  Further, Lightfoot shows that Eusebius preferred to date the event during Marcus’ reign rather than that of Antoninus because Antoninus was not thought to be a persecuting emperor.  Second, Lightfoot felt that although chapter 21 of the text was late in regard to the rest of the text, it was not too late and, therefore consonant with an early dating.​[31]  Third, since Irenaeus claims that Polycarp was a disciple of the Apostle John, then it would be unlikely that an eighty-six-year-old Polycarp could have been executed any later than 155.  Fourth, Lightfoot believed that Polycarp’s purported meeting with Anicetus could have happened no later than 154—the year Anicetus became bishop at Rome.  Fifth, outside evidence—notably from the life of Aristides—places the consulship of Quadratus in 142, making 155 a reasonable year for him to assume a proconsular governorship.​[32]  Finally, Lightfoot felt that the “Great Sabbath” referred to in Polycarp was in fact the festival of Purim.​[33]

Of course, not everyone (even in his own lifetime) accepted Lightfoot’s conclusions.  First, the identity of Statius Quadratus as the proconsul of the story is by no means firm.  The magistrate is identified only as Quadratus, who could have been one of any number of men named Quadratus who served as consul in the second century.​[34]  The greatest problem that other scholars had with Lightfoot was his discounting of Eusebius on this matter, while at the same time accepting Eusebius’ dating for other second century matters.​[35]  Still and all, even with all these points of contention, Lightfoot’s work in the matter of the martyrs soon became—and to a great degree remains—normative.

Chapter 2

Scholarship from 1900 to 1980: Editors and Form Critics

With the seminal work of a few influential thinkers at the end of the last century came a slight widening of martyr scholarship’s horizon.  The influx of these new ideas and the influence of newer methodologies that were becoming current in the other, related fields such as New Testament research and Classical Studies actually transformed martyr research.  However, this transformation soon became a new stasis.  These new ideas—chiefly form criticism and modern historiography—granted martyr research a new impetus.  Unfortunately, the form and scope of the research proceeded into a new cul-de-sac where it has remained until quite recently.

The elements that lie at the foundation of the twentieth century investigation of martyr scholarship obviously began in the nineteenth century.  Two of these elements are the immense bodies of data coming from epigraphy and papyrology that began in the nineteenth century and are as yet incomplete at the end of the twentieth.  These two are comprised by the massive Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum, and its associated collections,​[36] and the tens of thousands of papyri that have been recovered since the 1880’s.​[37]  The remaining element consists of the flurry of new historiography published at the end of the nineteenth century.  For this period of history, many new histories of Rome and Christianity were produced by a number of still respected scholars.  Perhaps the most influential of all of these was Theodor Mommsen.

Mommsen

One of the true giants of scholarship, Mommsen was active and influential in Roman Studies for close to sixty years.  His areas of expertise included classical texts, historical studies, law and epigraphy.  It is in the last two categories that are most germane to this study.  The influence of Mommsen’s work in these areas still resonates for martyr research nearly century later.  Among his most important contributions to the field were: his edition of the Corpus Iuris Civilis,​[38] his Roemischen Staatsrecht​[39] and, above all, the massive and indispensable Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum (CIL), the first exhaustive collection of epigraphy dating from the time of the Roman Empire.


Corpus Iuris Civilis


The Corpus Iuris Civilis is the compilation of the law books produced by Justinian’s prefect, Tribonian.  It was designed to be the “last word” in law and the authoritative collection of a thousand years of Roman legal practice.  The text is comprised of three parts: the Codex Iustinianus, the Institutes of Justinian and the Digest of Roman Law.  The Codex was the revision of the Codex Theodosianus as well as a collection of imperial edicts, or constitutions from the reign of Theodosius to Justinian.  The Institutes were meant to be a basic text book for young lawyers and students, such as that of Gaius from the second century.  The Digest was the largest and most important part of the document.  In this section was distilled a thousand years of court experiences, mediated by the great legal scholars of the Roman empire, many of the laws of which we know from Roman times we know only through the Digest.  The relevance of this work to this study is simply that it provides the legal theory of the empire and hence the legal context of the martyr stories for scholars of this century.


Staatsrecht


Mommsen’s Staatsrecht is properly regarded as one of the foundations of all modern investigation into the subject of Roman law.  Through an exhaustive survey of the surviving legal literature from antiquity—primarily the Corpus Iuris Civilis, Mommsen set forth, perhaps for the very first time, a single and cogent exposition of the function of Roman law from the early Roman Republic through to the mediaeval reception of Roman jurisprudence in Italy by the glossators.​[40]

Mommsen’s work on Roman law touches specifically on our subject of the martyrs in two ways.  First, Mommsen deals with that aspect of Roman law that had too often been ignored by previous scholars—that of divine or religious law.​[41]  Second, Mommsen himself applied Roman legal theory to a Christian text, perhaps for the first time: Paul’s trials before Felix and Festus in Acts.​[42]  Thus perhaps more than anything else, this work set the tone for modern work on persecution and the martyrs.​[43]


Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum


Begun in the nineteenth century, the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum​[44] has become the premier source of epigraphic data Roman epigraphy.  CIL presents us with much of the extant Latin inscriptions from the Roman Empire.  Mommsen’s part in CIL’s formation is nothing less than pivotal.  He was its first editor and oversaw the completion of a number of the volumes of the collection.​[45]  The collection is known for the rigor of its scholarship.  Each entry is presented with both a facsimile of the inscription as well as critical notes on usage and the historical context—all invaluable data from the Roman period and thus germane to martyr studies.  Among the texts recovered are several records of court proceedings,​[46] edicts,​[47] Imperial proclamations,​[48] and municipal law codes.​[49]  This body of data has been part of the “fuel” of modern martyr research, providing some of the background for our collective reconstruction of the Roman legal system and how it was applied to various groups and classes in Roman society.

The Egyptian Papyri

During the period of Roman ownership of Egypt there existed several cities—some of which, apart from Alexandria, were accorded the status of polis by the imperial government—that functioned as administrative centers for the interior areas of the province.​[50]  As administrative centers, these cities, among other functions, contained both official and private archives that housed the records of both government dealings and private matters.  Perhaps as a matter of course, obsolete, redundant, or worn records were disposed of in the cities’ trash heaps.  Interred with the rest of the refuse were copies of court-records, tax-receipts, arrest warrants, imperial and other official correspondence as well as private letters, bills of sale and inventories, and other odds and ends.​[51]  From the 1880’s onward, much of this material was collected and edited.  From the beginning this source proved to be of the highest importance in retrieving some sense of what the ancient world was “really” like.​[52]

Among the papyri there were also discovered fragments pertaining to the world of early Christianity.  Among these, a number of copies of the canonical works of the Bible as well as extra-canonical works were also found.​[53]  Also found were fragments of otherwise known Christian texts, theological treatises, letters and prayers.​[54]  Almost immediately, much of this material was applied to various investigations into the early church.  For example, the Gospel of Thomas and other fragments of other gospels revolutionized our understanding of the process of formation of the canon.​[55]  Fragments of gospels dating to as early as the mid second century pushed the limits of our knowledge of canonical works nearly to their earliest stages of composition.​[56]  Letters and other works help provide a first image of the life and workings of Christianity in the context of Egypt in its first few centuries.  It is impossible to overemphasize the importance of the papyri for our understanding of the world of that time and place.  Indeed, nowhere else in the ancient world is it even possible to observe the details of the lives of the ordinary people of antiquity, let alone with the kind of detail made possible by these treasures from the trash-heap.

The results of this influx of new data, combined with the explosion of scholarship of the Roman world and of Early Christianity, had a curious effect on martyr scholarship.  There were formed two branches to the research.  In the first were scholars whose primary concern was the subject of martyrdoms and persecution within the context of Roman law as exposited through historiography.  In the other branch were scholars whose primary concern was elucidation of the martyr texts as historical documents involving Roman law through form criticism.  The result was that the field of martyr scholarship was divided between two general groups of scholars.  On the one side were the New Testament and Patristic students, following their usual paths of editing and, soon, form-critical studies.  On the other side were classicists and roman historians who, in trying to recover the world of the Romans, wrote on the martyrs and the part they played in increasing our understanding of that place and time. 

Martyr Scholarship in the Twentieth Century

The first branch of research, that of inquiry into the ways the martyr texts may be connected with the “real” world of Roman law is the one that has gained the widest notoriety.  The primary thrust of this area is to demonstrate the connections, or, less often, lack thereof, between the martyr texts and both the procedures of the Roman court system and the legal theory governing the courts.  Although this area of research has sparked some spirited debates among the researchers,​[57] the work of all the researchers revolve around only a few very similar and general ideas related to the technical reason for the persecutions.

Briefly, these three general conclusions are (1) that there was an edict promulgated by the Imperial government that specifically targeted Christianity, and/or (2) that the legal justification of the persecution was a function of the ius gladii (literally “power of the sword”) invested in every provincial governor and/or (3) that the persecution was justified by traditional legal mechanism such as Republican senatus consulti, or mos maiorum.  Each of these positions has had (and still has) its champion(s) who have argued both compellingly and sometimes vociferously for their respective positions.​[58]

The second general arena of martyr research has been, by comparison, much more sedate.  In this area of the research are the editors and form critics who have attempted to provide a closer understanding of the pedigree of the texts.  The editions produced often benefited greatly from the historian.  Likewise, the histories drew much from the editors.  We shall observe works of the editors presently.  First, however, it is necessary to trace the development—such as it is—among the historians.


Historical Studies—Persecution


Interestingly, in the thought-world of historical studies of the persecutions of the Christians and the elucidation of the texts of the martyr stories, reputations of scholars and claims to expertise have most often been based on very small bodies of scholarly work.  For example, Hugh Last is a “name” in the study of the persecutions, yet his most cited work on the subject is a single paper published in the 1930’s.​[59]  G.E.M. de Ste. Croix, perhaps the single most influential scholar of the persecutions in the latter half of the twentieth century, is represented only by his brilliant paper published in Past and Present and several rejoinders to critics.​[60]  Even T.D. Barnes, whose paper on the Pre-Decian martyr stories is thought the “last word” on the question of authenticity (though, as we shall see later in this study, this is perhaps not the case), limits his involvement in the martyr stories to only a few papers.  Much of his scholarly output has been, instead, studies of various Church Fathers, such as Tertullian and Athanasius.  Even scholars who do produce more than a single or a few papers on the martyr stories rarely devote more than a single book to the subject.  The names of these scholars constitute a veritable Who’s Who of martyr scholars—Cezard​[61], and Sherwin-White,​[62] for example.  Generally, these scholars all made their mark in a related field such as Classical Studies​[63] or Patristics.​[64] Why this state of affairs remains is still unclear.  As such, it continues to be a problem for the student of the martyr stories for the simple fact that both the history of scholarly thought and the form of scholarly consensus are skeletal at best and murky at worst.  On the other hand, this also presents a rare opportunity to reexamine a small but otherwise moribund area of research.

Below are presented the general theses of scholars of the Christian persecutions of the first two centuries of the Common Era.  These scholars are all from that part of martyr studies that concentrates on the historical aspects of the persecutions.  This is presented in order to show the ideas that still inform martyr studies.  For the sake of brevity, only the most influential—and therefore the most “important”—of these scholars shall be presented: Hugh Last, G.E.M. de Ste. Croix and A. N. Sherwin-White, W.H.C. Frend and T.D. Barnes.  This list is of course in no way exhaustive, but it does cover the area in a comprehensive manner.


Hugh Last


Interestingly, Hugh Last’s justly famous article on the persecutions has surprisingly few references to the Christians.​[65]  Instead of tracing the workings of the persecutions as they happened, Last traced what he believed to be the reasons behind the persecutions, namely the “official” Roman policy toward foreign religions.  In order to achieve this goal, Last drew on both classical and modern sources of all types, except for the Martyr stories themselves.​[66]  This is a curious factor that we encounter in many of the scholars who work on the persecutions more generally rather than on the stories of the martyrs themselves.

Last’s conclusions are based on an amalgam of republican and imperial sources.  Basically, Last says that the persecutions we observe in the empire have their roots deep in the history of the Roman republic.  Last uses Livy as his primary source for delineating the policies of the early republic.  Although he is sure that Livy is reliable in his broad outlines, Last remains cautious about Livy’s usefulness on the details.​[67]  To Last’s credit, he uses not only Livy and the other classical writers, but also epigraphic evidence,​[68] and modern works on Roman legal theory and history such as those of Mommsen.​[69]  From these, Last traces the thread of Roman religious policy from the Roman reaction to the plague in the fifth century BCE,​[70] through the reception of the cult of the Magna Mater,​[71] to the intrusion of “Chaldean” religion in 139 and the cult of Isis in 104.​[72]  He finishes his exposition with the early reception of the Christians by Roman authority under Nero, Trajan and Hadrian.​[73]

Last’s essential position by the end of his paper is really quite simple.  He says that Roman religious policy was essentially one of cultural self-defense.  Instead of a law or series of laws that specifically addressed Christianity, Last says that there was already ample legal machinery in place to deal with the problem.  This legal machinery consisted of no specific laws, but a series of attitudes on the part of the legislating bodies—both Senate and praetors.​[74]  These attitudes resulted in the restriction or elimination of foreign and therefore dangerous cults.  Last mentions some examples of these, such as the restrictions on the worship of the Magna Mater and Isis, among others.  For example, there is the senatus consult that restricted the practice of Dionysian rites in the second century, BCE.​[75]  There is also Tacitus’ account of the Neronean persecution following the fire of 64 CE, and the famous rescript from Trajan as recorded by Pliny.​[76]

Last’s significance for this study is contained in his conclusion that the Roman legal machinery provided a simple, comprehensive and comprehensible mechanism that neatly explained the phenomenon of persecution.  The idea that here was a rational explanation of the persecution—that there was a legal reason for the repression—put a stamp on all subsequent martyr and persecution scholarship.  By this is meant that here we see the beginning and end of twentieth century martyr research.  What is being investigated is not the character of the genre of literature that encompasses the martyr stories, but the utility of that literature for explicating the context of the literature.  To be sure, this was not completely new, similar things had been said since Mommsen, at least.  With Last, however, we see these conclusions set forth in a synthetic manner, that is collected in one place and cast anew through solid historiographical techniques.  For him, the texts are no more than data to help explain why the Christians were persecuted.​[77]  Although Last never refers to the texts themselves, subsequent scholars would adopt this package and present the martyr texts in this light only.  In the end, by this method, the texts become not literature, but documentary evidence, no different from inscriptions, non-literary papyri or coins.  The martyr stories become, following Last, tools to describe the world at large and not literature that individually or collectively describes their own internal world-view(s).


A. N. Sherwin-White and G. E. M. de Ste. Croix  


After Last, who worked in the 1930’s, World War II interrupted the field.  Following the war, activity resumed with a new burst of activity in this sphere of scholarship.  Two of the most vocal of this period were G.E.M. de Ste. Croix and A.N. Sherwin-White.  These two scholars fought what has probably been the most vociferous argument in the history of scholarship of the persecutions.​[78]

The dispute between Sherwin-White and de Ste. Croix was the issue of the specific legal justification for the execution of Christians during the early persecutions.  It is important to note at this point that there is an ideology behind the argument, implying that all the other broader issues have been considered settled.  These broader issues are: that there were specific persecutions, that specific martyrs died in these persecutions, that the martyr stories, the records of the deaths of these martyrs, are in fact derivations of the actual proceedings in which the martyrs were tried and that these records follow general Roman court procedure.  All of these issues are thought to have been well and truly established.  For the participants in this argument, ideologically, all that remains is to determine the actual legal technicality that justified the executions in the Roman courts.  Quite simply, the technical argument revolves around this one point: since the sources “appear” not to name specific crimes for which the Christians were condemned, then there must have been operating some unspoken, yet common judicial reason for the executions.

Sherwin-White claimed that the legal form was simply contumacia.​[79]  Contumacia may best be described as “contempt of court” or sheer stubbornness on the part of the accused.  According to Sherwin-White, the reason that contumacia must be the operative legal technicality behind the persecutions is that there were no laws—either general law or coercitio—specifically aimed at the Christians.  Quite correctly, he states that none of the early sources clearly mention a specific law in connection with the persecutions.​[80]  Sherwin-White shows this by showing that none of the surviving rescripts mention one.​[81]  Further, Sherwin-White also says that there is no general law possible because of the nature of the persecutions.  Simply, there were no general, empire-wide pogroms against the Christians at any time before Decius.​[82]  In the end, Sherwin-White can only conclude—in light of the variety of possible charges against Christians—that there was only one real possibility that fit well with each case of persecution: contumacia.​[83]

On the other side of the conflict, de Ste. Croix, in his landmark paper​[84] rakes Sherwin-White over the coals.  As a central point to the paper, De Ste. Croix repudiates the notion of contumacia.  Instead, he claimed that the operative mechanism was—as Last claimed—societal defense from alien religions.​[85]  Indeed, de Ste. Croix extends Last’s argument and says that, essentially, the Christians were committing a crime tantamount to treason by rejecting the Roman deities.​[86]

De Ste. Croix’s rejection of Sherwin-White’s position is made clear in one observation by de Ste. Croix on Sherwin-White’s scholarship.  Simply, de Ste. Croix says that Sherwin-White has misread Pliny’s letter in terms of both grammar and legal usage.​[87]  Simply, Sherwin-White says this—and de Ste. Croix points this out—that the Christians that Pliny executed refused to “...comply with a reasonable order... the test requiring homage to the di nostri... The test was reasonable and its refusal revealed contumacia.”​[88]  However, de Ste. Croix rightly points out that Pliny said or implied nothing of the sort.  In truth, the Christians were required to say or do nothing other than to be lead away to execution.  This “reasonable order” was required not of the Christians, but of those who denied they were Christians—and it was a task they were more than willing to perform.  From this devastating point, de Ste. Croix goes on to dismantle the rest of Sherwin-White’s thesis concerning contumacia.

First, nowhere in Pliny’s letter does he actually use the term contumacia.​[89]  Then, de Ste. Croix revisits the notion of the flagitia—the crime of which the Christians were accused, notably “Thyestian Feasts” and “Oedipal Marriages.”​[90]  Quite simply, de Ste. Croix reaffirms that these charges never had any substance, even though they were invoked throughout pre-Christian imperial times.​[91]  Finally, de Ste. Croix moves on to establish what he believed to be the true crime: the nomen, the name.  In short, Christianity itself was the crime.  The legal remedy invented by Pliny reflects the basic premise of Roman criminal law that it was up to the defendant to prove their innocence rather than for the prosecution to prove guilt.  To prove one’s innocence, one proved oneself not a Christian by offering to the gods.  Thus the persecutions were driven by the illegality of Christianity.  As for contumacia, for de Ste. Croix it was no more than a chimera.  The refusal of the Christians to offer was simply obstinacy and the failure to observe proper social obligations.​[92]

There remains one more point to be made, or rather reiterated.  We observe that the most heated debate at this point was on an apparently very small matter, that of actual motivation for the persecution, not the fact, method, duration, or results of the persecution.  In the opinion of this scholar, this speaks of the same problem we have already observed concerning the martyr stories, the lack of variety in their reception and analysis.  Again, the fact that the most heated argument in the field was over this point demonstrates quite well how quickly the field reached stasis.  This will become apparent as we observe other scholars work.


W. H. C. Frend


Unlike Last, Sherwin-White and de Ste. Croix, Frend is not included here because of any contribution to the research.  Rather, he is included because of his sheer ubiquity in the field.  His primary work in this context, “Persecution in the Early Church,”​[93] is not as oft quoted as once it was, but its presence in the classroom has established it as a foundational work for many students of the field and it remains a standard text for students learning about the persecutions.

Why this is the case is of course not the purpose of this study.  On the other hand, however, this persistence in use demonstrates yet again the curious conditions that undergird this study, namely the fact that martyr (and persecution) scholarship has not budged in decades.  The operative assumption that the martyr stories are somehow more important as historical documents of Roman societal conditions than as gateways into the thought-worlds of the communities that produced them still prevails.  In short, Frend takes his cue from the scholars who preceded him and passes the cue along to those who follow after.  Of course this is not to say that such a method, or “passing of the torch” is to be avoided, but the problem is that no one is questioning the prevailing wisdom.  Instead, the same—no doubt useful, correct and proper—data is bequeathed with no question, no consideration to move further toward an understanding of the texts for themselves, which may in turn produce not a more “correct” but a richer interpretation of the texts.


T.D. Barnes


Barnes, like de Ste. Croix and Frend is one of the most often cited scholars in the field of martyr research.  Again like de Ste. Croix and as in the case of Last, this notoriety in the field is based on only a very few works.​[94]  Unlike the previously mentioned scholars, Barnes is in the curious position of having contributed to both primary arenas of martyr research.  He remains true to his training as a classicist and historian in his paper that deals with the purported laws promulgated against the Christians.  As a form critic in his other paper his are the normative statements regarding the provenance of the pre-Decian martyr stories.  Below, we shall spend a few moments with each paper before moving on to a short history of the form critics in the twentieth century.  As with Last and de Ste. Croix, and as we shall see in the case of Delehaye, and Barne’s work, despite its flaws, is foundational to current scholarship.

Barnes’ “Legislation Against the Christians” is a rigorous examination of the purported evidence for laws enacted against the Christians between the reign of Nero and the reign of Decius.  In the course of the paper, Barnes sets forth these data, all of which have been used at some time or another to explain the reasons for the persecutions.  All told, he shows us some twenty items.  These range from such famous citations as Tacitus’ remarks concerning the Neronean persecution,​[95] and the famous rescripts of Trajan and Hadrian, which were recorded by Pliny and Justin Martyr respectively,​[96] to more obscure citations such as the purported statements regarding Christians in the Historia Augusta.​[97]  In each case, Barnes provides us a raw critical appraisal, primarily through a critique of grammar and historical context, of the arguments based on these data, which were used as proof of actual Roman legislation against the Christians.

For example, in dealing with the Pliny-Trajan exchange, Barnes states that there was no specific law against the Christians because Trajan “...professed to be laying down no universal rule...”​[98] in judicial reaction to Christianity.  Indeed, if the accused person denied being a Christian and proved it by making an offering to the gods, this would speak against a the existence of a specific law, for denial would not mitigate the need for a trial in the case of any crime.​[99]  Further, Barnes states that Pliny did not need a law in order to execute the Christians, the power of his office was sufficient.​[100]

Barnes treats the rather more obscure citations in a similar fashion.  For example, he mentions a statement from a work called the vita Abercii that claimed that Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus published an edict demanding public sacrifice from all citizens, thus enacting a law against Christianity.​[101]  Barnes shows that this is spurious for a variety of reasons.  First, all other sources that we think survive from the second century never mention such an edict.  Second, the work is addressed to a number of different persons, one of whom is identified as the governor of a province that did not exist as an administrative unit of the empire until the reign of Diocletian.  Third, the edict, according to Barnes, appears to be no more than a poor satire of the story of the Augustan taxation decree we read in the gospel of Luke.​[102]

The second part of the paper deals with purported evidence for specific laws against the Christians that have been claimed to exist in the martyr stories.​[103]  Again, following the reason established by previous scholars
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