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My objects in this presentation are to underscore the role of early Christian manuscripts as artefacts, and to urge that they be taken into account in pursuing historical questions about ancient Christianity.  I draw heavily upon my recent book, to which I refer those interested in further discussion, and references to the work of others, upon which I gratefully draw.
  The Christian manuscripts in question are those that can be dated to the second or third century CE, which means that they are among the very earliest physical artefacts of Christianity, some of them likely the very earliest such artefacts extant.  Though commonly overlooked beyond the circles of papyrologists and palaeographers, their antiquity surely justifies greater attention to them.  

NT scholars are aware of early Christian manuscripts, especially early manuscripts of NT texts, and are acquainted with their importance in text-critical studies concerned with the textual transmission of these texts, and with establishing a reliable critical edition of the Greek NT.  I do not address these matters here, however.  Instead, we shall approach manuscripts with a concern for wider historical questions, and we focus more on the physical and visual features of manuscripts rather than the wording of the texts that they contain.  Moreover, the scope of manuscripts to be considered extends beyond copies of NT texts, and includes all manuscripts of literary texts that can fairly safely be identified as copied either by Christians or at least used by Christians.  In the interests of time available, I shall restrict attention to a few major phenomena.
The Texts Read
Perhaps the most elementary data to observe concern the literary texts that we find in these early manuscripts.  The first and broad impression to be taken is that the Christians reflected in these manuscripts enjoyed a diversity of texts, and that reading texts was a constituent feature of early Christianity, a point persuasively made previously by Harry Gamble.
  In MSS of this early period, we have copies of most books of the Hebrew Bible (except for 1-2 Samuel, 1-2  Kings, Ruth, Ezra, Nehemiah, Song of Solomon, and Lamentations), plus Baruch, Tobit, 2 Maccabees, Wisdom of Solomon, and Ben Sirach.  We have copies of all NT texts except for 1-2 Timothy and 3 John.  In addition, there are copies of at least twenty other identifiable texts, including “apocryphal” writings, theological tractates, and other sorts of Christian literature, plus another twenty-six or so texts that cannot readily be identified.
  

Moreover, in the body of extant manuscripts, which are all from Egypt, we have copies of texts that we know were composed in various other places.  Aside from the obvious cases of the biblical texts, all of which originated elsewhere, we also have copies of extra-canonical texts whose provenance we know, such as Shepherd of Hermas (Rome), Irenaeus’ Against Heresies (Lyon), and perhaps three distinguishable writings by Melito (Sardis).  The texts of these particular authors reflect an impressive geographical reach in interest, and confirm materially the other indications that early Christians were phenomenally engaged in networking with one another, in what Eldon Epp has called “a brisk ‘intellectual commerce’ and dynamic interchanges of people, literature, books, and letters between Egypt and the vast Mediterranean region.”
   The vigour of Christian interest in texts is demonstrated if we note that in some cases (e.g., Irenaeus) we have copies of texts that appear to have been made within a decade or so after the texts’ composition.  


It is all the more significant that this breadth of readers’ interests is reflected in manuscripts that come to us, not from some major metropolitan centre such as Alexandria, but from much more modest places a hundred miles or more up the Nile, such as Oxyrhynchus.  These manuscripts are material evidence of Christianity’s penetration deeply into Egypt, and they also suggest that even in such a provincial town as Oxyrhynchus Christians invested in sharing texts, beliefs, practices, and conventions.  This in turn suggests that we may be able to treat with some greater confidence the manuscript data from Egypt as indicative of wider reading tastes and practices and scribal conventions and preferences.

It is also interesting to note the numbers of copies of each text.  Assuming that the comparative numbers of extant copies of texts reflects the comparative number of copies circulating in the ancient setting of these copies, we can infer the relative popularity of texts in Christian circles.  Admittedly, this assumption is not beyond question, but I think that it is sufficiently plausible.  So, what are the numbers?


Perhaps we can begin by noting that these MSS reflect Christians interested in the OT.  Indeed, the single most frequently attested text is Psalms, with at least sixteen copies.
  But there are also multiple copies of Genesis (at least eight), Exodus (at least six), Isaiah (six), Leviticus (three), Deuteronomy (two), Esther (two), Proverbs (two), Ecclesiastes (two), Jeremiah (two), Ezekiel (two), Daniel (at least two), and single copies of a number of other OT writings.  The presence of some texts such as Psalms or Isaiah will occasion little surprise, as these are the OT texts most heavily cited and alluded to in the NT.  But that there are copies of all the Pentateuchal writings, including multiple copies of Leviticus, raises interesting questions about how these texts functioned in early Christian circles, and perhaps points to a significant role of biblical law in shaping their life.
  

Among texts composed by Christians, the Gospel of John (sixteen copies) and the Gospel of Matthew (twelve copies) clearly are dominant, materially attesting their popularity as also reflected textually in their greater frequency in identifiable citations and allusions in early Christian writers.  Clearly, from the earliest physical evidence, Gospels were widely circulated and used.  Moreover, this manuscript evidence is congruent with Charles Hill’s recent analysis of the place of the Johannine writings in early Christianity, in which he effectively refutes the common notion that the Gospel of John was favored by Gnostics and suspect among “proto-orthodox” circles.
   It is also noteworthy that the manuscript evidence confirms a comparatively less frequent usage of the Gospel of Mark, the only extant copy from before 300 CE that in the Chester Beatty Gospel codex (P45).  This raises questions of why and how Mark managed to obtain a place as a canonical Gospel when it appears not to have been particularly frequently copied and used in the second and third centuries.

The third most frequently attested Christian text is Shepherd of Hermas (eleven copies), among all texts exceeded only by Psalms, John, and Matthew.
  As Carolyn Osiek observed, “No other noncanonical writing was as popular before the fourth century.”
   The early papyri provide background for the later inclusion of Hermas in Codex Sinaiticus (at the end of the NT) and Athanasius’ endorsement of Hermas and the Didache as suitable for reading by catechumens (though not to be included in the NT canon).

On the other hand, for some other texts often thought by scholars to have been popular and perhaps to have functioned as scripture, the manuscript evidence is not nearly so strong.  We have only single copies of some texts, such as the “Egerton Gospel”, the “Fayum Gospel”, and the Protevangelium of James (although it went on to enjoy a wide distribution and influence in later centuries).  For others, we have a few copies, such as the Gospel of Thomas (three), the Gospel of Mary (two), and, depending on whether Lührmann’s claims for P.Oxy. 2949 and P.Oxy. 4009 can still be accepted, possibly the Gospel of Peter.
  These all certainly evidence some level of interest in these texts, but we do not get an impression of massive interest or widespread usage.   To illustrate this with GThomas, it ties for thirteenth place in number of extant copies, along with James, Ephesians, Leviticus, and Acts of Paul, the three copies of GThomas suggesting an interest perhaps approximate to that given to these other writings.  On the other hand, obviously the three copies place GThomas ahead of many other texts, for most of which we have only single copies extant, including a number of canonical writings (e.g., Mark)!
  

There are still further observations to be made about the presence and number of copies of particular texts, but time prevents me from pursuing them here. I refer you to my Artefacts book (24-40), and hasten on to other matters.
Text-Collection
In an earlier essay, I urged the importance of text-collection, the association of texts with others, both conceptually/functionally and also physically, as an insufficiently-observed phenomenon that casts some light on the process of the emergent NT canon.
  The early manuscripts include instances of the physical association of certain texts with one another, and I contend that this probably reflects a view the texts in question as sharing some common or related subject matter or significance.

The Bodmer and Chester Beatty biblical papyri are, no doubt, the best known examples.  P.Bodmer XIV-XV (P75, ca. 175-225 CE) comprises major remnants of a codex that certainly contained Luke and John, and T. C. Skeat proposed that it originally included Matthew and Mark as well, Luke and John forming one of two “gatherings/quires”, Matthew and Mark the other.
  But the Chester Beatty Gospel codex (P45, ca. 250 CE) is our earliest extant empirical instance of the physical linkage of all four canonical Gospels (in the order Matthew, John, Luke, Mark), and Acts as well, in one codex of 224 pages.
  It is, however, unlikely that P45 was the first instance in which all four Gospels were copied in one volume.  In any case, these early papyri are physical evidence of the interesting stance of affirming more than one Gospel, and preferring discrete Gospels too, over against other early Christian options for one Gospel (e.g., Marcion) or for a harmonized Gospel-book (e.g., Tatian).  

The inclusion of Acts in P45 also merits brief notice.  In P74 Acts is first in a codex of the Catholic Epistles, acting as the narrative framework/introduction for these texts.  So the inclusion of Acts in P45 suggests a different view of this text that is much closer to modern scholarly reading of it as the narrative sequel to the story of Jesus in the Gospels.


 P46 (the Chester Beatty Pauline codex, ca. 200 CE) is likewise the earliest extant collection of Pauline writings, a physical confirmation of the process of gathering and circulating Pauline letter-collections.
  The inclusion of Hebrews is a direct indication of how at least some early Christians viewed this text, the codex a material evidence of their interpretative stance.

It should also be noted that P. Oxy. 1, the single codex leaf containing a portion of GThomas, certainly derives from a codex in which GThomas was preceded by some other text.  This means that in this instance GThomas was apparently linked with that other text in some manner.  Unfortunately, we have no direct evidence as to what that other text might have been, or whether still other texts might have been included in the codex as well.  Interestingly, in the Nag Hammadi codex containing Coptic GThomas it was preceded by Apocryphon of John, which arguably functioned to set the larger mythic/narrative context in which GThomas was to be read.  It is an intriguing question whether some such connection of GThomas was made with Apocryphon of John or some other texts in P.Oxy. 1, and what it might have represented about how GThomas was read ca. 200 CE in Greek.
Roll and Codex
It is, I think, reasonably widely known that early Christians had an unusually strong preference for the codex.  Questions about why and what to make of this preference continue to receive differing responses, but it is not my purpose here to attempt persuasive answers.
  Instead, I shall concentrate on a few uncontroversial phenomena and briefly suggest their importance.

A few quantitative observations will help frame matters.  For instance, of all second-century manuscripts logged on the Leuven Database of Ancient Books and identified as either codices or rolls, codices comprise about 6% and rolls about 94%, whereas among second-century Christian manuscripts about 76% are codices.
  As William Johnson’s splendid study of Greek literary rolls shows, the roll was overwhelmingly preferred in the general culture for literary texts for several centuries, only slowly losing ground to the codex significantly after the fourth century CE.
  But the Christian preference for the codex appears remarkably strong from our earliest evidence, and so requires some explanation. [slides 2, 3, 4, 5]

Before we attempt any, however, it is important to note that the Christian preference for the codex exhibits interesting variation.  If we restrict ourselves to those texts that were typically treated as scripture (i.e., read in the worship setting), most obviously the OT writings, but also those Christian texts increasingly treated as part of an emergent NT canon, the preference for the codex is nearly total.  Of the approximately 75 manuscripts of OT texts dated to the second/third centuries CE (including several that might be of Jewish provenance), perhaps as many as 9 are rolls, about 12%.  If we remove those quite arguably Jewish manuscripts, rolls comprise about 4-7% of the total.  So far as NT texts are concerned, we have none extant on an unused roll among second/third century manuscripts.


On the other hand, although the codex is dominant generally in this period for all other Christian literary texts as well, there appears to have been a somewhat greater readiness to use rolls for such writings as theological tractates, homilies and liturgical texts, magical texts and some other writings.  For instance, of the four earliest copies of Hermas, two are codices and one a roll (and another a re-used roll), and both our copies of Irenaeus’ against Heresies are rolls, as is the Dura Europos Gospel Harmony, the so-called “Fayum Gospel”, and a number of other writings.  Of the three copies of GThomas, one is a codex, one a roll, and one a re-used roll, and one of the two copies of Gospel of Mary is a roll (the other a codex).
  By my count, of 58 Christian copies of extra-canonical literary texts dated second/third century CE, 18 are rolls (31%, or 34% if we exclude opisthographs).  Indeed, for documentary and “paraliterary” texts (e.g., letters, etc.), Christians continued to use rolls for a long time, as reflected in the sizeable cache of sixth-century CE carbonized Christian papyri discovered in a church in Petra.
  

So, we can see a general Christian preference for the codex, and particularly for those texts treated as scripture, and a somewhat greater readiness to use the roll for other texts.  From these general observations, I suggest that we can make at least two further inferences.  First, the Christian preference for the codex appears to mean that Christian book-practice was in some ways distinctive, and so differentiated second/third century Christians from the wider culture of the time.  Thus, when scholars engage questions about the emergence of “Christianity” as an identifiable phenomenon, these manuscripts data should be considered.  Indeed, as I have argued elsewhere, the strong place of the codex in early Christian copying practice may be one of the earliest extant expressions of a distinctively Christian “material culture”.
  

Second, in light of the particularly strong preference for the codex for copies of texts used as scripture, it appears that copies of texts on rolls signify that they were not intended to function as scripture, at least in the sense of being copies prepared to be read out in corporate worship.  This is rather self-evident in the case of some texts, such as the theological tractates on rolls.  But I contend that it is also true for roll copies of other texts, among which we may note P.Oxy. 655 (GThomas), P.Oxy. 3525 (GMary).  In short, I propose that the physical form of copies of texts likely reflects how the texts (or at least those copies) were viewed and how they functioned in the Christian circles from which the copies derive.
Nomina Sacra and Staurogram
Another characteristic of early Christian scribal practice is to treat certain words in a special manner, apparently with the intention of setting them off visually from the surrounding text.  The way this is done is to write the words in an abbreviated form, and to place a horizontal stroke over the abbreviation, producing what have come to be known as the “nomina sacra”.  [slides 6-8]  The phenomenon has received serious attention from time to time, especially recently, and there are a number of disputed matters that cannot be engaged adequately here.
   Instead, I limit myself to emphasizing two points:  that they appear to be a Christian innovation, and their significance as visual phenomena.  Indeed, the early Christian preference for the codex, and the nomina sacra are the two main distinctive features of early Christian scribal practice, such that among papyrologists and palaeographers the combination of these features is sufficient to identify a manuscript, even a fragment of one, as of Christian provenance.  That is, the preference for the codex and the nomina sacra comprise the earliest extant expressions of an emergent Christian material and visual culture.

Moreover, as with the preference for the codex, the nomina sacra practice appears to have its origins amazingly early, so early that both are already conventions in our earliest evidence, manuscripts dated to the second century CE.  Indeed, it seems likely that we must place the origins at least in the early second century CE and quite plausibly even earlier.  It is difficult to account for the apparently rapid diffusion of the practices, for in this period there were no ecclesiastical structures able to exercise the authority to enforce them.  In my view, for both the codex and the nomina sacra we have to assume that there was some initial Christian usage that was sufficiently influential to generate the widespread convention that is evident in our extant artefacts.  Exactly what this was remains somewhat debated, and need not detain us here.  But whatever it was that generated the preference for the codex and also the scribal practice called nomina sacra, it was very early and very widely influential.

But we are dealing with a convention, which means a practice disseminated more through social contacts than through some authoritative structure.  So there are interesting variations, even what appear to be experimentations, across the early centuries CE.  By about the sixth century CE, we can find some fifteen words treated as nomina sacra, all of them part of Christian religious vocabulary.  But, clearly, some words were treated as nomina sacra earlier and comparatively more consistently than others, and of these the ones that are most consistently written as nomina sacra right from our earliest manuscripts are the four words Qeoj, Kurioj, Ihsouj, and Xristoj.  If, as most scholars acquainted with the matter believe, the nomina sacra originated and continued to function essentially as scribal expressions of early Christian piety, it is significant that key terms for God and Jesus comprise the earliest words given this treatment.

We should also note that nomina sacra are not so often or consistently found in Christian documentary texts and some literary texts, but are more consistently found in Christian copies of biblical texts.  That is, as with the codex, the nomina sacra seem to have had a particular (but not exclusive) association with Christian copies of texts that functioned as scripture.  

Moreover, unlike ancient Jewish scribal treatment of the tetragrammaton, which both set off the divine name from the surrounding text and also signalled that readers were to use a reverential substitution, the nomina sacra seem to have been purely visual phenomena.  I know of no indication that there was any difference in the way the words were read out.  This is why I have pointed to the nomina sacra as an expression of the early Christian “visual culture”.


I mention briefly another arresting but considerably less well-known visual phenomenon found in some early Christian manuscripts, the so-called “staurogram”.
  This is a monogram-like device formed by superimposing the letter rho on the letter tau, the earliest instances of this device forming part of a nomina sacra treatment of the words stauroj and staurow in several NT manuscripts dated variously ca. 175-250 CE (P75, P66, and P45).  [slides 9-10]  Unlike other early “Christograms” (the chi-rho, the iota-chi, or the iota-ēta), each of which alludes to the name “Jesus” and/or “Christ”, the staurogram is not an abbreviation of, or allusion to any word(s).  Instead, it seems to be purely a visual device, which (as previous scholars such as Kurt Aland and Erich Dinkler proposed) most likely is to be taken as a pictographic reference to the crucified Jesus, the tau an early Christian symbol of Jesus’ cross, and the loop of the rho probably intended to depict the head of a human figure hanging on a cross.  Although usually unknown by historians of Christian art, these uses of the staurogram are some 200 years earlier than what are commonly regarded as the earliest visual references to the crucified Jesus.  Textual scholars are not the only ones who could benefit from taking greater account of early Christian manuscripts.
  The staurogram is a scribal device that registers Christian faith visually with specific reference to Jesus’ crucifixion; and the staurogram and the nomina sacra comprise our earliest evidence of Christian efforts to express their piety visually.
Reading and Early Christian Manuscripts
In the final part of this discussion I want to mention several features of early Christian manuscripts that comprise artefactual evidence of how they were designed to be used.  This has direct bearing on questions about how texts functioned in Christian circles of the period.

Another notable feature of many early Christian manuscripts is the inclusion of various devices intended to facilitate reading of them.  As many will likely know, manuscripts of literary texts (particularly high-quality copies) were more typically written in scripta continuo, with no spaces between words or sense-units, and little or no punctuation.  As Colin Roberts observed, “As a rule [ancient] Greek manuscripts make very few concessions to the reader.”
  [slide 10] Indeed, William Johnson has proposed cogently that the severe and demanding layout of high-quality literary texts was intended to reflect and cater to the elite readership for whom they were copied.
  We have cases where a reader of such a literary text has marked up the manuscript to indicate sense-units and adding other marks to aid the reading of the text.  But Christian manuscripts often have such things included by the copyist.  These include such devices as a double horizontal dot (diaeresis) over an initial iota or upsilon (to help readers avoid taking the vowel in question as part of the preceding word), occasional breathing marks over aspirated initial vowels, punctuation to mark off sense-units roughly equivalent to our sentences, and spacing and other devices to mark off large sense-units approximating our paragraphs.  It appears that these readers’ aids particularly characterize copies of texts intended for public reading, that is, texts that functioned as scripture in circles of believers.    


In other ways as well the texts in these manuscripts tend to be laid out with a view to ease the reading of them.  They typically have very generous margins and spacing between the lines, and the letters are of good size and usually carefully written, with noticeably fewer lines per page than in comparably-sized manuscripts of pagan literary texts.  Christian manuscripts do not typically have the calligraphic elegance of high-quality pagan literary manuscripts, but they exhibit various features that reflect a concern to facilitate the reading (probably the public reading) of the texts that they contain.

I emphasize that this concern is evident in the very earliest Christian manuscripts.  In the famous Rylands fragment of GJohn (P52) [slide11] , for example, we can see two clear instances of a diaeresis over an initial iota (recto, line 2, and verso, line 2), and slightly wider spaces between certain words (between oudena and ina in recto line 2; between eipen and shmainwn in recto line 3; and between kosmon and ina in verso line 2), these spaces likely intended to mark sense-units (and signal the reader to make a slight pause).
  Also, one is immediately struck by the generous size of the script and the spacing between lines.

Though not characteristic of formal copies of pagan literary texts, these sorts of readers’ aids are found in Jewish copies of biblical texts, as noted many decades ago by Colin Roberts, and more recently by Emanuel Tov.
  So, the best guess is that in these matters early Christian scribal practice exhibits the precedent and influence of Jewish scribal practice, especially evident in copies of biblical texts.  That is, early Christian manuscripts give physical evidence of the historical connections and indebtedness of emergent Christianity to its Jewish matrix.  Indeed, it is very interesting that earliest Christian scribal practice appears to be shaped noticeably more by Jewish copying practices than by those of the larger literary environment of the time.

I have suggested that these readers’ aids are more frequent in copies of texts that were intended for public reading.  If I am correct (and I confess that a systematic study of the data is still to be completed), then this means that the presence or absence of these phenomena may be a further physical indication of whether a given copy of a text was prepared to be used in corporate worship, that is, treated as scripture in a socially observable sense. [slide 12]

In addition to copies of texts intended for public reading, there are also manuscripts that were clearly prepared for personal use, and we can tell this also from key physical characteristics.  For instance, it is widely accepted that “opisthographs” (re-used rolls, a new text copied on the outer surface) were typically informal copies intended for personal reading and study, rather like paperback editions of literary texts today.  We have opisthographs of GJohn (P22), Revelation (P18 and P98), Hermas (P.Oxy. 4705 and P.Mich. 130), GThomas (P.Oxy. 654), and several other texts, all of which are most likely personal copies of these texts. [slide 13]

Miniature manuscripts are likewise personal copies of texts.  It is worth noting, for example, that P.Oxy. 655, one of the three Greek manuscripts of GThomas, is a portion of a roll that was ca. 16cm in height, and that its columns comprised ca. 30 lines of small but carefully-formed script.  [slide 14] For comparison, volumes in the Loeb Classical Library are about the same height, and contain approximately the same number of lines per page.  So, together with the absence of sense-unit markers and punctuation, the small size of the manuscript and the hand combine to indicate rather strongly that this was a copy of GThomas prepared for personal reading.  Likewise, the early third-century codex of GMary measured ca. 9 x 10 cm, obviously another copy of a text prepared for private usage.  The same is the case for P78 (preserving Jude 4-5, 7-8), a remnant of a miniature codex of curious dimensions, 5.3 x 2.9 cm (i.e., its width considerably greater than its height).


Collectively, the larger codices kitted out with various readers’ aids, the opisthographs, and the rather smaller personal-size manuscripts comprise a rich body of unique physical evidence of the various circumstances and settings in which Christians read their texts.  I urge, therefore, that scholarly inquiries into such matters as early Christian “textuality”, the use and significance of particular texts, the process of canonization, and perhaps other topics as well should give attention to early Christian manuscripts, for they provide us with our earliest artefacts of these activities.

In a very informative article published in 2000, William Johnson provided fascinating glimpses into the “sociology of reading” in classical antiquity, and he showed how the typical physical and visual features of ancient literary manuscripts correlate with the social setting in which they were read.
  The distinctive features of early Christian manuscripts, especially those containing biblical texts, suggest that there may well be distinctive features of the Christian “sociology of reading”, along with likely commonalities with the larger Roman culture.  For example, Johnson proposes that the reading of prose literary texts was very commonly done in small social groups and “so far as we know almost always occurred in elite settings.”
  But the typical social setting for the reading of Christian literary texts appears to have been the gathered church, which seems usually to have included a much more diverse and inclusive group beyond the social “elite”.  In any case, to pursue further questions about early Christian reading practices and settings will require close attention to the sorts of manuscript features that I have flagged here.

Conclusion
Were archaeologists to unearth identifiable Christian objects from the first three centuries of Christianity, the press would (for the moment!) be abuzz with publicity, and scholars concerned with historical questions about earliest Christianity would feel constrained to familiarize themselves with any such objects.  Yet all along we have had an increasing body of physical artefacts of early Christianity that have largely been ignored beyond narrow circles of palaeographers and papyrologists and, to some degree, NT textual critics.  This appears to be largely a reflection of an innocent but curious failure to perceive manuscripts as artefacts, with visual and physical data, “para-textual” data beyond the wording of the texts that they contain.  I hope that future scholarly forays into early Christianity will not overlook this important body of evidence.
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