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For the study of the ‘authentic’ or ‘genuine’ Acta Martyrum scholars
nowadays have three modern editions at their disposal: R. Knopf-G.
Kriiger-G. Ruhbach, Ausgewdhlte Mdrtyrerakten (Tiibingen 1964*), H.
Musurillo. The Acts of the Christian Martyrs (Oxford 1972) and G.
Lanata, Gli atti dei martiri come documenti processuali (Milan 1973).
From these editions Knopf lacks a proper introduction and notes.
Lanata undoubtedly contains the most reliable texts and the most up-to-
date commentaries, but unfortunately she keeps to the narrow scope
formulated in her title, which is a definite drawback for a more general
use. Musurillo, on the other hand, contains a full selection, a good
introduction, a useful translation and ample notes. The popularity of
this edition should, however, not conceal the fact that its overall execu-
tion leaves much to be desired, not in the last place its editorial
activities. For example, in constituting the text of the Martyrdom of
Agape Musurillo evidently did not want to bow to Franchi de’
Cavalieri’s authority: an independent but imprudent judgment.

Apart from the editions mentioned there have also been editions of
individual Acts. Van Beek’s edition of the Passio Perpetuae (Nijmegen
1936) is a classic example. Other good specimina are Siniscalco’s elegant
edition of the Passio Maximiliani (Turin 1974) and Dehandschutter’s
thorough study of the Martyrium Polycarpi (Louvain 1979). Then there
are the translations. The Italian patristic cornucopia has yielded some
recent fruits in this field too: Allegro (Rome 1974), Saxer (Padova
1984), and Caldarelli (Milan 1985). The obvious interest in the subject
in Italy has now made possible the publication of a collection of 12
scholarly edited, translated and amply commented documents. We can-
not hide our satisfaction that Dutch scholars are responsible for the
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bulk of this fine piece of work, which will prove very helpful for those
interested in the subject.

The selection of the texts does not give reason for grave objections.
It is, however, somewhat surprising that one of Prudentius’
Peristephanon, which is devoted to Agnes, has been preferred to, for
example, the Passions of Fructuosus, Marcellus or Agape, the last men-
tioned being an excellent testimony to the Great Persecution in the
eastern half of the empire. This is not to deny the brilliance of the poet
or, for that matter, the value of the expert comments on the text in
question.

The general introduction (IX-XLIX) has been written by A.A.R.
Bastiaensen, whose expertise has resulted in a well-considered survey of
the various aspects of the subject. Only in a few cases our judgment
tends to be somewhat different. In the 5th section B. deals with the idea
that the martyr is a ‘‘continuatore della figura di Gesu Cristo
sacrificato’’. He gives vent to his reserves concerning ‘‘un legame tra
eucaristia ed acta’’ (XXI), stressing the relation with the ‘‘liturgia della
Parola’’, but he does not quite bring out the fundamental personal rela-
tionship of the martyrs with Christ, which cannot at all be summed up
by the term ‘imitation’. In our view this deeply felt relationship is one
of the essentials of authentic Christian martyrdom. Whichever the
precise origin and the further implications of the term ‘Christianus’, for
the martyrs themselves the confession ‘Christianus sum’ implies this
individual bond. ‘‘I have been his servant for 86 years and he has done
me no injustice. How could I utter blasphemies against my king, who
has saved me?’’, thus Polycarp’s answer to the governor’s invitation to
curse Christ (Mart.Pol. 9.3). The martyr’s testimony to this bond
during an official interrogation by a Roman magistrate is the heart of
the matter; it is quite comparable to Jesus’ trial at the hands of Pilatus,’

B. has also very little to say about the enigmatic title uéptvg (martyr),
leaving this subject to an unsatisfactory note on Mart.Pol 1.1. Now it
is true that in the collection under review the documents (acta) take
prime place, but some discussion of the ecclesiastical title of the pro-
tagonists could have been expected by the reader.

In the treatment of the individual pieces there is a certain quantitative
unevenness. The notes on the Acta martyrum Scilitanorum take the
same space (some seven pages) as those on the long Lyonnese letter.
Now with all due respect for one of the oldest documents of Christian
Latin there is clearly something wrong with proportions here. The
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Lyonnese letter is a fascinating document of paramount importance,
which definitely asks for a less jejune treatment than is offered here.
The fine collection of papers Les martyrs de Lyon (177) (Paris 1978) is
neither used nor mentioned in the ‘‘Bibliografia essenziale’’ for the
piece (p. 60). Curiously enough it figures in the ‘‘Bibliografia generale’’
(p. XLVII) for the whole book.

Generally speaking, the editorial part of the book (text and com-
ments), undertaken by Dutch scholars, and the translating of the texts,
done by their Italian colleagues, make an impression of soundness and
reliability. The great learning demonstrated in the treament of the Acta
Phileae inspires awe, but the comments on the Passio Perpetuae and the
Martyrium Pionii are perhaps the most admirable sections of the book.
Here and there a critical remark is possible. Some examples: Dehand-
schutter’s study in our view has not received its due share in the pages
allotted to the Martyrium Polycarpi. The rendering of Aéyor by “‘prin-
cipi’’ in Mart.Just. 2.3-4 is less convincing than Lanata’s ‘‘dottrine’’ or
Caldarelli’s ‘‘concezioni filosofiche’’. The expression mysterium
simplicitatis (Act.mart.Scil. 4) is explained as ‘‘il mistero della vera
simplicita’’, which apart from the unwarranted addition of ‘vera’ is
hard to understand. We venture to refer to a discussion of the phrase
in this journal 35.45-7. The curious resemblance of the urgent plea by
Perpetua’s father to stereotyped formula’s of prayer (Pass.Perp. 5.2-3)
is not noticed (see this journal 36.388-9). In the notes on Mart.Pion.
17.3, where some pagan ‘saints’ are mentioned, a reference to com-
parable passages (e.g. Cic. Tusc. 2.52, Tert. Apol. 50.5 sqq., Orig. Cels.
7.53) would have been opportune.

However, instead of continuing with such ‘minuta’, we rather prefer
to demonstrate our appreciation by presenting another small collection
of notiunculae,* which were inspired by the study of this book.

Martyrium Polycarpi: date and ‘couleur locale’. In general, the com-
mentaries in this collection are more interested in philological and
theological aspects of the Acts than in the historical questions they pose.
The section on the Martyrdom of Polycarp is a typical case in point. It
lacks a discussion of the date and pays virtually no attention to local
institutions. Yet there is certainly room for some observations on both
these aspects.

We will start with the date of the martyrium which has long been
disputed due to the differences between Eusebius, who states that
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Polycarp died in 167, and chapter 21 of the martyrdom, which implies
a date around 155. Already Jean Bolland observed quod anni ac diei (of
Polycarp’s death) varii a veteribus characteres non congruant.* How-
ever, in 1980 the Analecta Bollandiana published a study by P. Brind
d’Amour, who once again argued for 167 as the year of Polycarp’s
death. The author displayed such great and convincing astronomical
learning in his article that in reviewing the At¢i in Analecta 107 (1989)
210 sqq.) P. Devos criticized the authors of the comments on Mart. Pol.
and Mart.Pionii for having failed to accept this convincing solution.
But how convincing is it?

The Canadian ancient historian starts from the observation that the
‘great sabbath’, mentioned in c. 21, actually was a Sunday. This day
would indeed fit in perfectly with Eusebius’ notice that the year was 167,
a notice confirmed by the astronomical data. Yet the thesis is in flagrant
contradiction with the text of the martyrdom. It is explicitly observed
in c. 7 that the diogmitae (below) started their pursuit of Polycarp on
a Friday. Later in the evening of the same day they found the martyr
on the estate where he was staying with a few friends. On the next day,
‘the great sabbath’ (c. 8), they brought him back into the city. There is
nothing in our text which suggests that a whole day was spent on
Polycarp’s estate before returning to the city. On the contrary, Polycarp
asked for only one hour respite before they were to conduct him back.

It is true that the exact meaning of the expression ‘the great sabbath’
is still obscure. Rordorf has recently suggested that it refers to the Ter-
minalia, a festival which ‘noch bis ins 5 Jahrhundert hinein beliebt war’,
adducing Prudentius (Contra Symmachum 2.1009) and Augustine (civ.
7.7) in order to illustrate its popularity.* Prudentius, though, comments
that Terminus no longer receives offerings and Augustine clearly derives
his knowledge of Terminus from Varro; moreover, the Terminalia are
not attested outside Rome itself.® This solution evidently will not do.
But whatever the origin of the expression may be, the sabbath certainly
was a Saturday. Brind d’Amour evidently overlooked the fact that
Pionius, too, was arrested on a Saturday, explicitly called a ‘‘great sab-
bath’ (c. 2 and 3). Unfortunately, then, we have to accept that the
precise date of Polycarp’s death will remain disputed until more infor-
mation turns up about the various persons mentioned in this
martyrdom.

Regarding local luminaries and institutions,® the martyrium is much
less informative than the Martyrium Pionii but not without value, as the
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following examples may show. In c. 6f it is described how Polycarp is
hunted down by the local police—the eirenarchos, and the ‘diogmitae
and hippeis with their usual weapons’—as if he was a bandit. The com-
parison is revealing. The rural hinterland of Smyrna was of course
ideally suited for brigandage, a phenomenon widely spread in Asia
Minor,” and tracking down robbers must have been a routine job for
the local police. The eirenarchos was usually a person from the highest
classes, as apparently also was the case in Smyrna, as is shown by the
fact that Herodes meets Polycarp in a stately carriage (8.2). In various
inscriptions he is associated with the youth of the higher classes and they
may well have constituted the cavalry accompanying the diogmitae.?
The latter functioned as the local police, who not only had to trace
suspects but also acted as prisonguards; in addition, in a number of
cities they had to police the hinterland.’ Contrary to the Roman
soldiers, they were normally only provided with light arms, as
presumably was the case during the hunt for Polycarp.

After Polycarp had been brought to the amphitheatre, the crowd,
including the Jews,!® asked the Asiarch Philippus to have a lion loosed
on Polycarp. He refused, however, saying émedy memAnpmxer 1a
xwvnyéowa, Which is translated by Ronchey, the Italian translator of this
martyrium, as ‘i ludi gladiatori essendosi gia conclusi’ (12.2). The
translation is incorrect. The xvvnyéowx, the Latin venationes, were the
fights against animals, one of the munera of the Asiarchs.'' These fights
were so costly, however, that already at an early moment the Roman
emperors had decided to limit the number of days and animals.'? That
is why Philip had to condemn Polycarp to be burned. On the stake,
though, Polycarp did not burn as the fire had assumed the shape of a
xopdpo, which Ronchey translates with ‘volta’. This is not necessarily
incorrect, but it hides the fact that in Ionia, Lydia and Lycia the term
was typical for vaulted tombs, an until now neglected indication in the
debate about the authenticity of the martyrium.'?

Martyrium Polycarpi 2.3 oimep pmxé dvBpwmor, &AN 7180 &yyelot fsav. In
this passage it is told that the martyrs unwaveringly bore their tortures,
having set their hearts’ eyes on the heavenly goods, shown to them by
the Lord. They ‘were no longer men, but already angels’. This remark-
able phrase has not received much attention. Dehandschutter refers to
Mc 12.25 par. and expecially to Acts 6.15. This last reference seems to
be more relevant as it concerns the ‘protomartyr’ Stephen. During his
interrogation by the council the participants eIdov 16 npbdowmov adtod woel
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npbowmov &yyélov. Luke obviously means that those present perceived an
unmistakable change in Stephen’s countenance, which showed that
somehow he was partaking of heavenly life. Because of the author’s
discreet wording the precise implications are difficult to ascertain.

The text under discussion is far more direct. In his well-known study
of early martyrdom'# Th. Baumeister deals rather cautiously with it. He
speaks about a ‘‘Vergleich der Mirtyrer mit Engeln in Mart.Pol. 2,3”
(301) and calls the martyrs ‘‘schon mehr Engel als Menschen’’ (305). On
the other hand, he can also express himself more clearly: ‘‘Die Martyrer
sind in ihrem Leiden schon Engel’’ (303), which does more justice to the
remarkable contents of the text, for which there seem to be no exact
martyrological parallels.

These are also lacking in the vast domain of texts which deal with the
dyyeAwog Blog, the way of life pursued by the different types of ascetics.
Indeed the terminology at times is quite bold, but in his relevant study
Frank stresses ‘‘dass Mensch—also auch Monch—und Engel
verschiedenen Seinsordnungen angehoren. Eine Angleichung zwischen
beiden kann deshalb nie den Bereich der Analogie iiberschreiten. Alle
gegenseitigen Beziehungen konnen eigentlich immer nur in der Weise
des Bildes und des Vergleichs ausgesagt werden. Insofern ist das Wort
vom engelgleichen Leben immer nur Metapher’.! Indeed, when
Gregory of Nyssa describes his sister Macrina’s disposition in the face
of death, he goes no further than this phrase: ofov d&yyéiouv Twog
olxovopix®g dvlpwnivny SmeABovtog woperiy (GNO VIII 1. 396.2-3). The
great Macrina, as he calls her more than once, exceeded her ‘nature’,
but she remained a human being.

The two vast thesauri of references to angels in patristic texts, Michl
in RAC 5, 109-200 (Engel IV (christlich)) and Lampe, PGL s.v., do not
yield anything fully comparable either. A passage like Or. Hom.in Lev.
9.11 (sive ergo spiritalis effectus unus cum Domino spiritus fiat, sive per
resurrectionis gloriam in angelorum ordinem transeat, recte iam non erit
homo) testifies to Origen’s theological speculation and breathes a spirit
which wholly differs from the straightforward statement in the lemma.
Its unique character provokes further research.'¢

Martyrium Polycarpi 14.3 Awx todto xai mepl mdvtwy ot alved xth. Having
been tied to the stake, Polycarp sends up a prayer of thanks, which he
concludes with a eulogy, praising God =nept mévreov. This phrase has not
been interpreted in a uniform manner. Musurillo renders ‘‘above all’’
and Ronchey in the collection under review agrees with this: ‘‘al di sopra
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di tutto’’. Rauschen (BKV 14, 304) has ‘‘fiir alles’’, a translation which
can be parallelled by ““pour toutes choses’’ (Camelot, SC 10bis, 263),
“om alles’’ (Dehandschutter), ‘‘per tutte le cose’’ (Allegro).

It is not easy to decide which interpretation is correct. The phrase
occurs only once in the NT, viz. 3Joh 2 mepl ndvtwv eByopal oe edodobohar
xal Yywaivery and here too it is differently explained. The Vetus Latina
versions provide per omnia, de omnibus and in omnibus. Bauer s.v. mept
proposes ‘‘in allen Stiicken’’, ‘‘in jeder Hinsicht’’ with a reference to
Plato, Gorg. 467D, where the context, however, is completely different
and the expression is rather used to shorten the discussion (‘in all such
cases’). Zerwick-Grosvenor ad loc. have ‘‘in every way’’. Blass-
Debrunner-Rehkopf § 229 n.4, however, assume an equivalence with
7po Thvtwy in papyri (‘‘vor allem’’), ‘‘obwohl sonst meptl mdvtewv in dieser
Bed. nicht belegt zu sein scheint”’. Moule, An Idiom Book of New
Testament Greek p. 63 remarks that such a rendering ‘‘seems
improbable unless clear parallels are found’’.

The restriction last mentioned indeed hits the nail on the head. Of
course mepl ‘‘im Sinne der Uberlegenheit...des Ubermasses oder hohen
Grades’’ (Schwyzer-Debrunner II 500) is a well-known phenomenon in
Homer, e.g. Il. 2.831-2 6¢ nepl mhvtwv/ {jdee poavtosdvag, and as a preverb
it has sometimes kept such a sense (e.g. mepryiyveshor), but the most usual
function of =mepf c. gen. is ‘‘to denote the object about or for which one
does something’’ (LSJ s.v. A II). This tallies quite well with the text of
the lemma. Polycarp thanks God for the knowledge of Him which he
has received from Christ and for the fact that he is deemed worthy of
the sacrifice of martyrdom. These are the most important things he can
think of, the fulfilment of his entire life, so that he can praise God ‘in
every respect’.

Martyrium Carpi 9-20. Both the Greek (§ 9-20) and the Latin (§ 2-8) ver-
sions of these Acts contain a debate about religion between Carpus and
the proconsul. At first the two versions are fairly similar, but gradually
they begin to diverge, leaving only small traces of resemblance between
§ 14-15 (G) and § 7 (L). Subsequently, the Greek text continues with a
further development about the pagan gods (§ 16-20), in which Von Har-
nack detects “‘ein philosophisches Gepréage’’ and which Lietzmann calls
an ‘‘apologetischer Exkurs’’. Lanata, whose parallel presentation of the
two texts is most enlightening and helpful, follows the footsteps of
Franchi de’ Cavalieri'” by concluding that this passage is ‘‘certamente
tardiva e rimaneggiata’’.
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This verdict can hardly be challenged, but before commenting on this
part some attention has to be given to the first half of the debate. As
regards its authenticity Lanata is less sceptical than Franchi and proba-
bly rightly so. Carpus’ quotation of Jer. 10.11 cannot be regarded as a
fully unlikely element. it occurs in other Acts too and is listed as one
of the biblical testimonia de idolis quae gentiles deos putant by Cyprian
(Quir. 3.59, CCL III 1.148.34). Besides, it is a variation on the theme
of God as the sole creator of the universe, which frequently recurs in
the Acta Martyrum. For example, in the Acta Cypriani (1.2) Cyprian
answered the pro-consul’s question regarding his views on Valerian’s
order to acknowledge the rites of Roman religion with the words: Nullos
alios deos novi, nisi unum et verum Deum, qui fecit caelum et terram,
mare et omnia quae in eis sunt.'® This designation of God as the sole
creator of the universe is also quoted in Acts 14.15, when the people of
Lystra regard Paul and Barnabas as Zeus and Hermes and even prepare
to offer sacrifice to them. Otherwise, though, the first three volumes of
the Biblia Patristica hardly mention any other texts where Ex. 20.11 (or
Ps. 146.6) is quoted or referred to.

Why this emphasis on the works of God? From the fifth century B.C.
onwards there was a tendency to conceive of the deity who is the
supreme ruler of the universe in as abstract and transcendental a way
as was possible within the limits of the human language. It is against the
background of this tendency, which we find in philosophers, such as
Xenophanes, Parmenides and Empedocles, that the development of the
doctrine of the knowledge of God through his works took place. This
theological strategy of compensating for the invisibility of the supreme
god by insisting on his works we find elaborated in different ways in
various cults and philosophies, as Theo Korteweg has shown.!® Stoic
philosophers tried to solve the problem in another manner, which
basically consisted in an outright identification of God and universe,
but such a radical solution was, of course, impossible for Christian
thinkers.

St. Paul therefore, when speaking of God’s invisible qualities, limited
himself to observing that these ‘have been visible, ever since the world
began, to the eye of reason, in the things he has made’ (Rom. 1.20). And
the apologist Athenagoras considered the harmonic nature of the
cosmos to be one of the ‘pillars of piety’ (Leg. 4.2). In the martyrs’ Acts
this argument is slightly twisted but still recognizable. The martyrs use
the argument to support their declination to worship dead gods who are
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made from silver, gold or some other material. They alone worship a
living god who is clearly visible in his works. It is noteworthy that the
martyrs so frequently employ this rationalistic language. Evidently,
when defending their faith in front of a civilized public they used
arguments which they must have deemed to be attractive to that public.
At the same time, these arguments distinguish them from other so-called
Oriental cults in the Roman Empire, such as those of Isis and Mithras.
This rationalistic tendency of early Christianity deserves more attention
than it has received so far in discussions of the rise of this religion.

Having looked at the first part of the debate we now turn to its second
half. There can be little doubt that the ‘demonological’ passage § 16-20
does not belong to any official interrogation. Von Harnack’s overall
confidence is not at all shared by other scholars and this certainly is one
of the ‘suspect’ parts of the document. Even his impression that it bears
““ganz das Gepriage des Christenthums des zweiten Jahrhunderts’’ is
questionable. It is true that the description of God as ‘timeless’ and
‘unperishable’ etc. in § 16 could have been from the hand of
Athenagoras or Justinus. On the other hand, the different predicates of
God were of course used in later theology too. Besides there seem to be
indications in the sequel which make an early date less feasible.

Having dismissed the pagan gods as merely the material products of
man and as perishable by time, Carpus next abruptly introduces a
hypothetical objection about the successes of divination. Indeed this
aspect is touched upon in 2nd century apologetic texts, e.g.
Athenagoras, Leg. 26.3-5, Tert. Apol. 22.7, but its role is not prominent
and it is rather mentioned as part of a larger complex, viz. of miracles,
especially of healing,?® Besides, there is a tendency to deny or to belittle
the possibilities of divination rather than to explain the phenomenon,
as in the present text. This explanation is two-fold. Such activities are
not due to the non-existing gods, but to the evil spirits who make use
of the facilities offered by polytheism.?' These spirits of course know
their own wicked intentions and future actions and, secondly, their
great experience, which results from their. long existence,?? also con-
tributes to their prophesying capacity.

Such a way of reasoning savours of a more systematic treatment of
the divinatory department of demonology, the final form of which is
provided in Augustine’s De divinatione daemonum. Carpus’ two
explanations figure there too. Augustine’s main argument, however,
consists in the swift mobility of the demons’ aerial bodies. Such a view

Copyright (c) 2004 ProQuest Information and Learning Company
Copyright (c¢) Brill Academic Publishers



