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P.Ryl. m.457, a papyrus fragment of the gospel of John known to New Testament
scholars as P52, is regularly publicised as the earliest extant Christian manu-
script and forms a central part of the Rylands collection. Yet the date generally
assigned to the fragment (‘about 125 Ap’) is based entirely on palaeography, or
analysis of handwriting, which cannot provide such a precise date. The present
article introduces new details about the acquisition of P52, engages the most
recent scholarship on the date of the fragment and argues that the range of pos-
sible palaeographic dates for P52 extends into the third century.
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1. Introduction

At the gift shop just inside the entrance to the John Rylands Library, you
can purchase a postcard featuring a handsome colour photograph of P.Ryl.
457 (better known to most as P52), probably the most famous single manuscript
in the Rylands collection. The card actually features two photographs, one
showing the front of this papyrus scrap and one showing the back, both at a

* This article is the result of Roberta Mazza's kind invitation to participate in the conference
‘From Egypt to Manchester: Unravelling the John Rylands Papyrus Collection’ in 2014. I
have chosen to retain the conversational tone used in that setting. The other presenters and
audience members posed many thought-provoking questions, for which I am very grateful.
Gratitude is also due to several people for assistance with various aspects of this research.
My thanks to Elizabeth Gow and Roberta Mazza for help navigating the Rylands archival mate-
rials. I am indebted to Todd Hickey for helpful discussion about Grenfell’s activities in 1920
and to AnneMarie Luijendijk and Mary Jane Cuyler for offering feedback to an earlier
version of this essay. And thanks to Arstein Justnes for providing an opportunity to prepare
the article for publication. This research was made possible by funds from the Macquarie
University Faculty Research Travel Scheme and an Australian Research Council DECRA
grant (DE140100919). 471
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degree of magnification (the actual remains of papyrus are quite small, just 8.9 cm
high and 5.8 cm wide). The caption on the reverse of the card is succinct: ‘Papyri
[sic] fragment of St John’s Gospel, written in Greek and dated to 125 ap. This is the
earliest surviving piece of the New Testament.” One finds similar descriptions of
the manuscript in more scholarly literature as well. In a catalogue of the biblical
manuscripts in the Rylands Library, J. K. Elliott has described P52 as dating ‘from
about 125 Ap’, making it ‘the oldest copy of a New Testament writing’ and ‘the
oldest Christian writing extant’.' The curious recipient of our postcard or reader
of this catalogue might wonder how, exactly, this date in or about the year 125
came to be established. Turning to the original publication of the gospel fragment,
we find that its editor, Colin H. Roberts, assigned a date to the fragment by means
of palaeography, the analysis of handwriting.” Yet, could palaeographic analysis
yield such a precise result? In fact, Roberts himself did not assign the fragment
a date in or around any specific year. Instead he regularly described the
Rylands gospel fragment as dating from ‘the first half of the second century’.
The year 125 seems to serve for many as a shorthand for Roberts’ somewhat
more sensible half-century range. But is even fifty years too narrow of a range
for such a small sample of writing? Might styles of handwriting like that of P52
have persisted even longer? How compelling were the similarities with the com-
parative manuscripts used by Roberts to establish this range of dates?
Evaluating Roberts’ assessment can be somewhat challenging. Although
photographs of the manuscripts he used for comparison exist, they are scattered
in different publications, some of which are quite difficult to find. In a 2005 article,
I attempted to improve this situation by gathering and presenting images of all the
manuscripts that had figured in the palaeographic discussion of P52 and introdu-
cing further comparanda that broadened the spectrum of possible palaeographic
dates for P52 beyond the middle of the second century.®> The main goal of that

1 J. K. Elliott, ‘The Biblical Manuscripts of the John Rylands University Library of Manchester’,
Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library 81 (1999) 3-50, at 6-8. The same author has
written more recently in a similar fashion that P.Ryl. m.457 ‘is the famous papyrus fragment
containing four verses of John 18 and known to New Testament scholars as P52. Experts
are generally agreed that it was written by the mid-second century, and thus this tiny fragment
is not only our first witness to this Gospel, but the oldest example of any New Testament text in
the world - and probably the earliest Christian writing extant.” See J. K. Elliott, ‘Manchester
Bibles’, Times Literary Supplement 5613 (29 October 2010) 15.

2 C. H. Roberts, An Unpublished Fragment of the Fourth Gospel in the John Rylands Library
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1935); republished with minor changes under
the same title in the Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 20 (1936) 44-55. The Rylands frag-
ment of John's gospel is inventoried as number 2774 in the Leuven Database of Ancient
Books (hereafter LDAB).

3 B. Nongbri, ‘The Use and Abuse of P52: Papyrological Pitfalls in the Dating of the Fourth
Gospel’, HTR 98 (2005) 23-48. For basic details about the papyrus and a discussion of schol-
arship on the fragment prior to 2005, I refer the reader to this article.

https://doi.org/10.1017/50028688520000089 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0028688520000089

Palaeography, Precision and Publicity 473

earlier article was to encourage more caution about the use of papyrological evi-
dence in arguments concerning the date of the composition of John’s gospel. The
article was fairly exhaustive in dealing with published scholarship on the dating of
the fragment, but fifteen years later there is perhaps a bit more to say. The present
contribution introduces new details about the acquisition and publication of P52,
engages post-2005 scholarship on the date of the fragment and reaffirms that the
range of possible palaeographic dates for P52 extends into the third century.

2. New Information about the Acquisition of P52

It is well known that the source of P52 was the antiquities market. At the
time of its publication, P52 was said to be part of a lot of papyri acquired for
the Rylands collection in Egypt by Bernard P. Grenfell in 1920.* Access to archival
materials in the Rylands Library and the British Library now permits me to say
more about this purchase than I was able to in 2005. The core of the Rylands
papyrus collection had been established in 1901 with a purchase of a pre-existing
collection by Enriqueta Rylands.® Subsequent purchases over the next two
decades augmented the collection.® Grenfell’s purchases in 1920 on behalf of
the Rylands Library are reasonably well documented thanks to a series of letters
by Grenfell himself and the diary of Francis Kelsey, who had joined Grenfell on
this purchasing expedition.” These sources indicate that Grenfell selected two
separate lots of papyri for the Rylands Library in 1920, one prior to 24 February
consisting of forty papyri and costing £55 and one between late February and
26 March consisting of twenty-seven papyri at a cost of £50.® In a letter of 1
May 1920 to Henry Guppy (the long-time Rylands librarian), Grenfell outlined
the contents of both of these purchases. The first purchase is described as follows:

The lot which you have bought for £55 comprises 3 literary fragments of the
Ptolemaic period (two of these, both historical, are of exceptional interest),
10 literary fragments of the Roman or Byzantine periods, 3 Latin literary
papyri (Virgil with a Greek translation and Cicero, De divinatione), 19
Ptolemaic documents, 2 of Augustus’ reign, 1 Latin doc. and 1 important

4 Published accounts of the acquisition details are vague; see Henry Guppy’s ‘Prefatory Note’ to
Roberts, An Unpublished Fragment, 5-9.

5 See M. Choat, ‘Lord Crawford’s Search for Papyri: On the Origin of the Rylands Papyrus
Collection’, Actes du 26° Congrés international de papyrologie (ed. P. Schubert; Geneva:
Librairie Droz, 2012) 141-7.

6 For details, see R. Mazza, ‘Graeco-Roman Egypt at Manchester: The Formation of the Rylands
Papyri Collection’, Actes du 26° Congrés international de papyrologie, 499-507.

7 For more detailed discussion of Grenfell’s 1920 purchases, see T. Hickey’s introduction to his
forthcoming editions of papyri from the British Library.

8 Letters in the archive of the John Rylands Library written by Grenfell on these dates mention
the purchases (JRL/4/1/1/1920/Grenfell).
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early Christian letter. They were certainly very cheap at the price, being selected
from a very large collection, of which they were the cream.

Grenfell described the second purchase in a similar level of detail:

[A]part from the group of 40 papyri for which you sent me £55, I have selected
for you a group of 27 papyri which I offer you for £50. These comprise 7
Ptolemaic papyri (one large), 6 papyri of Augustus’ reign (rare), 4 theological
pieces, 7 Latin papyri, 2 Roman documents (non-literary), and 1 literary
fragment.®

From these descriptions, it is clear that Grenfell knew what pieces he was buying.
He was not acquiring batches of unsorted papyri, but rather he ‘cherry-picked’
pieces out of larger groups of papyri that were for sale.'® It is somewhat
curious, then, that Grenfell makes no mention of a fragment of John’s Gospel,
much less a second-century fragment of the Gospel, despite having chosen
these pieces individually.'" It seems difficult to escape the conclusion that
Grenfell recognised P52 as a fragmentary leaf of John’s Gospel, but did not
think it especially ancient or otherwise significant enough to warrant special
mention. It is likely that he simply classified it as one of the four ‘theological
pieces’ of the second purchase (further evidence pointing in this direction will
be discussed below).** In subsequent months, Grenfell continued to write to
Guppy about the papyri, which Grenfell had kept with him at Oxford. The final
letters from Grenfell in the John Rylands archive date to July 1920."% At roughly
that time, Grenfell was forced to retire permanently from academic work due to
his failing health.'* After Grenfell's death in May 1926, the collection of papyri
Grenfell had designated for the Rylands collection was transferred to the

9 JRL/4/1/1/1920/Grenfell.

10 Elsewhere, Grenfell mentions that he had ‘damped out’ the papyri he purchased during this
trip after his return, suggesting again that he had looked with some care over each individual
papyrus (British Library Add. Ms. 59511, f. 114, letter from Bernard P. Grenfell to Harold Idris
Bell, 4 April 1920). On this process, see the memorandum of A. S. Hunt, ‘The Damping out and
Flattening of Papyri’, The Oxyrhynchus Papyri, vol. . (London: Egypt Exploration Society, 1983)
vi.

11 The prominent letters ot i0v30101 on the top line of the recto would have clearly marked the
piece as ‘theological’, to use Grenfell’s preferred term for material relating to Christians or
Jews.

12 It is not surprising that Roberts would assign much earlier dates to Christian material than
would Grenfell and Hunt. This phenomenon would recur in coming decades; see B.
Nongbri, ‘Grenfell and Hunt on the Dates of Early Christian Codices: Setting the Record
Straight’, BASP 28 (2011) 149-62.

13 The latest letter is dated 17 July 1920, and in it Grenfell expressed hopes to return to Egypt in
the coming winter.

14 See A. S. Hunt's obituary for Grenfell in Aegyptus 8 (1927) 114-16, at 115.
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custody of Grenfell’s long-time co-worker, Arthur S. Hunt, who had edited the first
two volumes of the Rylands Greek papyri in 1911 and 1915.*° It seems that Hunt,
too, had examined at least a portion of Grenfell's 1920 purchases for the Rylands
Library in preparation for the third volume of the Rylands Greek papyri in 1933."°
Hunt, however, was unable to produce this third volume, and before his death in
June of 1934, he passed responsibility for the publication of the remainder of the
Rylands collection to a 25-year-old Colin H. Roberts."”

3. Roberts’ Publication of P52

The fragment of John seems to have first come to Roberts’ attention in the
summer of 1935. In a letter to Guppy dated 19 July 1935, Roberts wrote as follows:

You may remember that not long before his death Prof. Hunt asked me if I
would take over, with your consent, the publication of the remaining Rylands
papyri. I agreed at the time, but had to withdraw last year as his death made
my future plans rather uncertain. This summer, however, I have had some
slow time on my hands and the last two months I have been engaged in
making first transcripts of all the unpublished Rylands papyri - this is now prac-
tically finished. Hunt remarked to me once that the collection was small and
not of great importance: but I think he must have forgotten the last group
acquired for the Library by Grenfell ... there are a large number of literary frag-
ments, both Greek and Latin - these include Callimachus, Virgil, Menander
(probably), some unknown historical writings and several medical texts:
there is also a very interesting Christian letter attacking the Manichees.
Probably the gem of the collection is a very small fragment which I have iden-
tified as being part of St. John's gospel: in all probability it was written early in
the 2™ century (Dr. Bell of the British Museum is of the same opinion) and is
thus by about 100 years the earliest fragment of the N.T."®

Roberts was apparently unaware that Grenfell had already made rough identifica-
tions of the pieces and informed Guppy of the contents of the papyri fifteen years
earlier. Nevertheless, Guppy was highly impressed with Roberts’ dating of the
fragment, and he and Roberts quickly made plans for an expedited publication
of the papyrus. A short time later, Roberts mailed the papyrus from Oxford to

15 I have not been able to determine the exact date that Hunt received custody of the papyri.

16 Itis not clear what part of the material Hunt saw. In a letter to Guppy dated 14 November 1933,
Hunt stated that he had ‘been looking through the later (unpublished) documents this after-
noon’ (JRL/4/1/1/1933/Hunt). In 1938, Guppy stated that Hunt had done no more than ‘a little
preliminary sorting’. See Guppy’s preface to C. H. Roberts, Catalogue of the Greek and Latin
Papyri in the John Rylands Library Manchester, vol. m (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1938) ix.

17 For biographical details on Roberts, see his obituary by A. F. M. Russell and P. J. Parsons,
‘Colin Henderson Roberts 1909-1990’, Proceedings of the British Academy 84 (1994) 479-83.

18 JRL/4/1/1/1935/Roberts.
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Manchester to be photographed.'® Pictures of the papyrus were duly sent to a
number of papyrologists to solicit opinions, and Guppy arranged for a pamphlet
to be published by Manchester University Press in November 1935. The publica-
tion received a great deal of media attention throughout Europe and North
America.*® The excitement, of course, had to do with the date assigned to it by
Roberts. With no archaeological context to help, Roberts had to rely on palaeog-
raphy to arrive at a date. After discussing similarities and differences between the
Rylands fragment and seven other papyri and taking into consideration the opi-
nions of other papyrologists, Roberts arrived at a date in the ‘first half of the

21

second century’.

Most reports concerning the papyrus in both scholarly and popular publica-
tions simply repeated Roberts’ statement of the date word for word.** Almost
immediately, however, some New Testament scholars pushed backwards the
date suggested by Roberts and made it more specific. Consider the headline of
a popular article by Adolf Deissmann, then professor of theology in Berlin: ‘Ein
Evangelienblatt aus den Tagen Hadrians’.>® Deissmann offered no actual evi-
dence to justify this revised date, but it nevertheless slipped into some scholarly
discussions.”* On the other hand, there were occasional voices of caution, such

19 In a letter of 25 July 1935, Roberts wrote to Guppy, ‘It is important to get it photographed as
soon as possible (for one thing, I should like to send prints of the photograph to several scho-
lars both in England and abroad) and so I will send the ms. to you by registered post on
Saturday next, together with a transcript’ (JRL/4/1/1/1935/Roberts).

20 See the literature cited in Nongbri, ‘The Use and Abuse of P52’, 30 n. 19. A notebook of press

clippings at the Rylands Library gives more evidence of the stir that the publication of the frag-

ment caused in the popular press (JRL/7/7/7, which covers 1 October 1931through 13 March

1936).

Images of all of these papyri can be found collected in Nongbri, ‘The Use and Abuse of P52/,

32-40.

22 There were exceptions that reported dates both narrower and earlier than Roberts had
reported. One example, which also highlights the dimension of civic pride involved in the pub-
lication, comes from the Manchester Evening Chronicle (18 November 1935). Under the head-
line ‘Important Bible Find for City: May Dwarf Previous Discoveries’, the article begins:
‘World-wide interest has been aroused by the announcement that Rylands Library,
Manchester, has acquired a fragment of papyrus dating about ap 100-120’ (JRL/7/7/7, p. 170).

23 A. Deissmann, ‘Ein Evangelienblatt aus den Tagen Hadrians’, Deutsche allgemeine Zeitung 564
(3 December 1935). The piece was quickly translated into English as ‘The New Papyrus
Fragment of the Fourth Gospel’, The British Weekly (12 December 1935). Deissmann'’s fuller
statement in regard to the date was this: ‘I have chosen the date of Hadrian’s reign
(117-138 ap) for the title of this article, and in so dating I have intentionally kept within the
bounds of prudence, for it is by no means out of the question that we might go back to the

2

-

time of Trajan, who died in 117 ap.”

24 Deissmann’s ungrounded assessment of the date of P52 is echoed, for example, in W. F.
Albright’s discussion of ‘The New Testament and Archaeology’, in which he asserts that P52
‘is written in a hand attributed to the time of Trajan or more probably Hadrian’. See W. F.
Albright, The Archaeology of Palestine (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1949) 239. Roberts
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as the New Testament textual critic Ernest Colwell at the University of Chicago.
After describing Roberts’ assignment of the papyrus to the first half of the
second century, Colwell responded that

it is exactly in regard to date that a study of literary papyrus hands encounters
difficulties. The scarcity of dated material for comparison and the stereotyped
nature of the script make anything more than approximate dating very difficult.
The wise reader will, therefore, hesitate to base any important argument on the
exact decade in which this papyrus was written; he will even hesitate to close
the door on the possibility that it may be later than ab 150.°

But Colwell was in the minority. The trend of pushing Roberts’ date earlier and
making it narrower persisted through the twentieth century.>® By the beginning
of the present century, some handbooks were describing the Rylands fragment
as dating to ‘ap 100, plus or minus a few years’ or even, incredibly, ‘around the
year 80".%7

Such opinions are generally (correctly) dismissed as fringe voices, but even
Kurt and Barbara Aland of the Institut fiir neutestamentliche Textforschung, the

epicentre of mainstream New Testament textual criticism, have written that

the critical significance of P52... lies in the date of ‘about 125’ assigned to it by
the leading papyrologists. Although ‘about 125’ allows for a leeway of about
twenty-five years on either side, the consensus has come in recent years to
regard 125 as representing the later limit, so that P52 must have been copied
very soon after the Gospel of John was itself written in the early 9os ap.*®

himself became fond of invoking Deissmann'’s earlier dating. See, for example, C. H. Roberts,
‘The Rylands Collection of Greek and Latin Papyri’, Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 36
(1953) 97-110, at 98.

25 E. C. Colwell, review of Roberts, An Unpublished Fragment, The Journal of Religion 16 (1936) 368-
9, at 368.

26 See the literature cited in Nongbri, ‘The Use and Abuse of P52, 30-1 n. 22.

27 P. W. Comfort and D. P. Barrett, The Text of the Earliest New Testament Greek Manuscripts: A
Corrected Enlarged Edition (Wheaton: Tyndale House, 2001) 367; and K. Jaro$, Das neue
Testament nach den dltesten griechischen Handschriften (Mainz: Verlag Franz Philipp
Rutzen, 2006) 273: ‘Eine Datierung ist daher etwa ab 8o mdglich und nach 125
unwahrscheinlich.’

28 K. Aland and B. Aland, The Text of the New Testament: An Introduction to the Critical Editions
and to the Theory and Practice of Modern Textual Criticism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 19897)
85. A handful of scholars dissented from this view, most notably Andreas Schmidt. In a two-
page article published in 1989, Schmidt suggested a date around 175 on the basis of compari-
son with (the palaeographically dated) Chester Beatty biblical papyri x (LDAB 3090, the Daniel
leaves) and m (LDAB 2778). See A. Schmidt, ‘Zwei Anmerkungen zu P. Ryl. u1 457’, Archiv fiir
Papyrusforschung 35 (1989) 11-12. Yet, since the Beatty papyri are themselves palaeographi-
cally dated, this argument carries little weight. Others who have taken a more cautious
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I understand this desire to give more precise dates to manuscripts. Phrases like
‘around the year 80’ or ‘about Ap 125" are easily digestible. Yet such precision
masks the difficulty and uncertain nature of the process of palaeographic
dating.>® The proposals for earlier and more narrow dating of the Rylands
gospel have almost never been accompanied by actual palaeographic evidence
to justify the proposals. The one such study that did introduce new comparanda
prior to 2005 appealed only to another small papyrus fragment that had itself been
dated solely by means of palaecography.®°

My 2005 article attempted to review all the evidence, and to collect and print
together images of all the manuscripts that had been featured in the discussions
about palaeography of the Rylands fragment.*' I stressed the importance of using
only more objectively datable manuscripts for comparison and pointed out that in
1977, Eric G. Turner had suggested that a document as late as 184 ct provided an
illuminating parallel for the hand of the Rylands fragment (I will come back to
Turner’s evidence in due course).** I also stressed that when it comes to literary
Greek writing of the Roman era, palaeographic date ranges limited to only twenty-
five or fifty years were not realistic, which is a fairly obvious point when one actu-
ally pauses to ponder some basic questions about handwriting. How quickly do
styles of handwriting change? Do they always change at a uniform pace? Are
some styles more persistent than others? What is the normal productive
working life of a copyist? Are styles passed from teachers to students across mul-
tiple generations? Does every graphic change in a given style of writing necessarily
correlate to a temporal change? What about the competency or personal inclina-
tions of individual copyists? What about the tastes of those who commission copy-
ists? These questions should be enough to cast doubt on overly precise dates
assigned only on the basis of palaeography. In any event, the result of my study

approach to P52 include S. R. Pickering, ‘Short Notes’, New Testament Textual Research
Update 2 (1994) 5-6; B. D. Ehrman, ‘The Text as Window: New Testament Manuscripts and
the Social History of Early Christianity’, The Text of the New Testament in Contemporary
Research: Essays on the Status Quaestionis (ed. B. D. Ehrman and M. W. Holmes; Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995) 371-2 and n. 49; and L. W. Hurtado, ‘P52 (P. Rylands Gk. 457)
and the Nomina Sacra: Method and Probability’, Tyndale Bulletin 54 (2003) 7 n. 20.

29 For a more detailed discussion of some of these difficulties with evidence from the papyri
themselves, see B. Nongbri, ‘The Limits of Palaeographic Dating of Literary Papyri: Some
Observations on the Date and Provenance of P.Bodmer 1 (P66)’, Museum Helveticum 71
(2014) 1-35, esp. 19-20.

30 Comfort and Barrett, The Text of the Earliest New Testament Greek Manuscripts, 367. See the
criticisms laid out in Nongbri, ‘The Use and Abuse of P52’, 32 n. 26.

31 Nongbri, ‘The Use and Abuse of P52’.

32 E. G. Turner, The Typology of the Early Codex (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1977) 100.
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was a broadening of the spectrum of possible dates of P52 on the basis of palae-
ography to include dates as late as the early third century.

3. Recent Scholarship on P52

Since 2005, there has been some further discussion about the date of the
Rylands fragment. In his 2009 book, Roger Bagnall questioned the early dates
assigned to several Christian papyri on the basis of palaeography and argued
that, statistically, we should expect that hardly any second-century Christian mater-
ial should be among the surviving papyri. With specific regard to P52, Bagnall sug-
gested that my argument had ‘undermine[d] confidence in an early date, even if [it
did] not fully establish one in the late second or early third century’.®®

At the 2010 papyrology congress in Geneva, Stanley Porter gave a paper that
was critical of both Bagnall's work and my own.?* Porter’s goal was to use
Christian literary papyri to reconstruct the history of early Christianity in the
second century. Because Bagnall contended that there may be precious few
such papyri actually datable to the second century, Porter attempted to reaffirm
the second-century dating of certain Christian literary papyri. The bulk of
Porter’s discussion focused on two manuscripts, the Rylands papyrus of John
and the fragmentary leaves of an unknown gospel, the so-called Egerton
papyrus, which were published just a few months before P52, and which featured
prominently in Roberts’ palaeographic discussion.?” In fact, almost the exact same
cluster of manuscripts was used to palaeographically date both of these papyri.*°
For that reason, I had argued in 2005 that the Egerton papyrus had no independ-
ent value for establishing a date for the Rylands fragment and that our focus
should instead be on securely dated manuscripts as comparanda. Porter,
however, objected to the use of dated documents written in book-like hands for
the purpose of assigning dates to undated literary papyri, claiming that ‘there
are characteristics of documentary hands, such as ligature and cursive forms,

33 R. S. Bagnall, Early Christian Books in Egypt (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009) 12.
For similar reactions, see e.g. D. C. Parker, An Introduction to the New Testament Manuscripts
and their Texts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008) 324; and D. Barker, ‘The
Dating of New Testament Papyri’, NTS 57 (2011) 571-82, at 573-5.

34 Porter’s paper did not appear in the proceedings of the congress, but it was recently published
as part of a volume of collected essays: S. E. Porter, ‘Recent Efforts to Reconstruct Early
Christianity on the Basis of its Papyrological Evidence’, Christian Origins and Greco-Roman
Culture: Social and Literary Contexts for the New Testament (ed. S. E. Porter and A. W. Pitts;
Leiden: Brill, 2013) 71-84.

35 Problems surrounding the dating of the Egerton gospel (LDAB 4736) will be discussed in some
detail below.

36 See the discussions in Nongbri, ‘The Use and Abuse of P52’, 34-5 and Bagnall, Early Christian
Books, 11-15.
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that distract from comparison’. Porter’s alternative proposal was ‘to expand the
analytical perspective for using undated manuscripts’ to establish dates for
other undated manuscripts.®”

Porter proceeded to compare the Egerton gospel and P52 to each other, then
to a series of other (undated) Christian papyri, and finally to the tables of alpha-
bets from the 1912 handbook of E. M. Thompson and the 1987 handbook of
Turner and Parsons, alphabets that are mostly drawn from undated manu-
scripts.®® From these exercises, Porter concluded not only that P52 and the
Egerton gospel were ‘firmly placed within the second century’, but that they

were to be dated ‘somewhere in the middle second century, perhaps toward

the early part of it’.>** And this conclusion is said to establish a framework for

dating other papyri.

It is difficult to know how to engage productively with an argument like this,
since none of the manuscripts in the discussion has a secure date. In the past, I
have referred to a statement of Peter Parsons, and it seems worth repeating
here: assigning a palaeographic date to a literary papyrus of unknown date by
using another palaeographically dated papyrus results in ‘only jelly propped up
with jelly’.*° It seems to me that Porter’s attempt to use two undated pieces sim-
ultaneously to date each other may be regarded as exceedingly gelatinous.

37 Porter, ‘Recent Efforts’, 79.

38 E. Maunde Thompson, An Introduction to Greek and Latin Palaeography (Oxford: Clarendon,
1912) 144-7 and E. G. Turner, Greek Manuscripts of the Ancient World (BICS 46; London:
Institute of Classical Studies, 19877) 2. Such tables can of course have some use for dating pur-
poses (as long as the tables themselves are derived from securely dated manuscripts),
although considering letters in isolation can cause one to lose the important perspective of
letters’ relationships to each other and their layout on the page. Of the ‘second century’ alpha-
bets to which Porter appeals in Maunde Thompson and Turner, only the so-called Hawara
Homer (LDAB 1695) is relatively datable. Although Maunde Thompson himself had earlier
assigned the manuscript to the fifth century (see W. M. Flinders Petrie, Hawara, Biahmu,
and Arsinoe (London: Field & Tuer, 1889) 24), Frederic G. Kenyon made a case for a
second-century date based on, among other things, the presence of marginal notes he attrib-
uted to the third century (see G. G. Kenyon, The Palaeography of Greek Papyri (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1899) 101-3). In any event, these considerations are distinct from the question
of whether the writing of the Hawara Homer or the other alphabets actually bears much
resemblance to that of P52 (Porter simply asserts rather than arguing the point).

39 Porter, ‘Recent Efforts’, 83-4. Porter is undeterred by Michael Gronewald’s redating of the
Egerton Gospel to the beginning of the third century; see M. Gronewald et al., eds., Kélner
Papyri, vol. vi (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1987) 136-45 and Plate v; and also
P. Foster, ‘Bold Claims, Wishful Thinking, and Lessons about Dating Manuscripts from
Papyrus Egerton 2’, The World of Jesus and the Early Church: Identity and Interpretation in
Early Communities of Faith (ed. C. A. Evans; Peabody, MA; Hendrickson, 2011) 193-211.

40 P.]. Parsons, review of G. Cavallo, Libri scritture scribi a Ercolano, CR n.s. 39 (1989) 358-60, at
360.
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Nevertheless, Porter’s piece does raise a useful point for reflection. It serves as
an excellent illustration of how misinformation can easily creep into palaeo-
graphic discussions that are not grounded in reference to securely datable com-
paranda. Because he has minimised the importance of dated documents
written in book-like hands, Porter’s argument revolves less around appeals to evi-
dence and more around appeals to the authorities who have assigned dates to
undated literary manuscripts. Especially instructive in this case are his appeals
to the authority of Wilhelm Schubart regarding the Egerton gospel. On multiple
occasions, Porter asserts that although the original editors of the Egerton gospel
placed it in the middle of the second century, the great German papyrologist
believed it was earlier. So, for example, Porter writes, ‘Whereas Bell and Skeat pro-
posed [a date of] around ap 150 for P.Egerton 2, Schubart thought it dated to
before ap 150.** Interestingly, Porter provides neither specific quotations nor bib-
liographic references to substantiate these claims. Let us try to see what Schubart
actually said.

When Harold Bell (together with Theodore Skeat) produced the official pub-
lication of the fragments in March 1935, the editors used a variety of expressions
for the date of the papyrus. Most concisely, the date is described at the outset
simply as ‘Middle of second century’.

Bell and Skeat immediately qualified that evaluation by stating that ‘the date
assigned to it above is highly probable and is likely to err, if at all, on the side
of caution, for there are features in the hand which might suggest a period yet
earlier in the century’.*” Finally, the editors claimed that it was ‘extremely improb-
able’ that the papyrus ‘can be dated later than the middle of the second century’.*®
Schubart’s authority was invoked at the conclusion of the discussion of the date:
‘It may be added in conclusion that Professor Schubart, to whom a photograph
was sent and whose authority on such a matter none will question, pronounced
the date here assigned “as good as certain”, that is in the degree to which palaeo-
graphical datings can ever be certain; and he remarked that some features of the
hand might suggest an even earlier date.”** So, we can see here the probable basis
of Porter’s claim (though, the point of Bell’s citation seems to be that Schubart
agreed rather than disagreed with the editors’ proposed date). Yet, in the
preface to Bell and Skeat’s edition, outside the discussion of the date, Bell had
this to say about Schubart: ‘Prof. Schubart has examined photographs ... and
given us an opinion as to dating which his reputation as a palaeographer
makes specially valuable. It should be added that he emphasizes the uncertainty

41 Porter, ‘Recent Efforts’, 74. See the similar comments at 72 and 78.

42 H. I Bell and T. C. Skeat, Fragments of an Unknown Gospel and Other Early Christian Papyri
(London: Trustees of the British Museum, 1935) 1.

43 Bell and Skeat, Fragments of an Unknown Gospel, 2.

44 Bell and Skeat, Fragments of an Unknown Gospel, 7 (emphasis added).
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of the palaeographical factor, which in the present case is the sole evidence of
date.”** Thus, instead of being ‘as good as certain’, here Schubart is said to
have stressed the uncertainty of palaeographical dating. That is to say, even in
these citations from Bell, there is some ambivalence attributed to Schubart. One
wonders what Schubart actually communicated to Bell.

Among Bell’s papers in the British Library, there is a letter from Schubart dated
11 February 1935, after Bell’s initial announcement of the Egerton gospel in the
Times but before his official publication of the manuscript with Skeat in March
of 1935.%° In the letter, Schubart mentioned that he had read the Times article
and received a photograph of the manuscript from Roberts. Schubart responded
to Bell’s proposed date with the following:

The manuscript is without question old, only I do not know whether one may
place it with certainty before Ap 150. I have found similar style in dated documents
and letters (only these can further assist) both in the time of Hadrian and in that of
Marcus and Commodus. I would therefore set the time span somewhat wider. To
date such a literary hand is simply one of the most difficult tasks.*”

It is fascinating that the overall thrust of Schubart’s message is the issue of the
uncertainty of palaeographic dating and the encouragement to allow for a wider
range of dates.*’ Bell seems to have latched on to Schubart’s reference to

45 Bell’s preface to Fragments of an Unknown Gospel, vi.

46 The existence of the Egerton gospel was made public on 23 January 1935 in an article for the
Times by Harold Idris Bell. Bell described the manuscript as being ‘written in a literary hand
which appeared to date from a period not later than the middle of the second century’ (‘A New
Gospel: Fragments from Egypt’, Times (23 January 1935) 13-14, at 13).

47 ‘Die Handschrifte ist ohne Frage alt, nur weiss ich nicht, ob man sie mit Sicherheit vor 150 n.
Chr. setzen darf. Ahnlichen Stil habe ich bei datierten Urkunden und Briefen, die allein weiter
helfen konnen, sowohl in der Zeit Hadrians wie des Marcus und Commodus gefunden.
Deshalb mdochte ich die Zeitgrenzen etwas weiter setzen. Es bleibt nun einmal eine der
schwierigsten Aufgaben, solche Buchschrift zu datieren’ (British Library Add. Ms. 59519, ff.
78-9, letter from Wilhelm Schubart to Harold Idris Bell, 11 February 1935). Schubart contin-
ued in a more sanguine way, expressing hope that the accumulation of more data in the future
might make more confident palaeographic dating possible (‘Hoffentlich kommt man spiter
durch umfassende Bearbeitung des gesamten Materials zu festeren Ergebnissen, moglich
wird es sein, das glaube ich auch’). What has instead occurred is a recognition that a
variety of styles were in simultaneous use and individual types or styles of writings remained
in use for longer periods of time than previously suspected. For documentary papyri, this
observation can be most easily confirmed by spending a few hours browsing the PapPal
website (http://pappal.info).

48 Given Schubart’s hesitance to exclude dates later than 150 in the letter, I wonder how broadly
he understood the words ‘middle of the second century’, the date that he is said to have pro-
nounced ‘as good as certain’. For the phrase could be interpreted as ‘about 150, give or take a
few years’, which seems to be the way Bell and Skeat use the term, with their emphasis on the
first half of the second century. But the phrase could also be taken as meaning something like

https://doi.org/10.1017/50028688520000089 Published online by Cambridge University Press


http://pappal.info
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0028688520000089

Palaeography, Precision and Publicity 483

similar hands in dated documents of the period of Hadrian, without seeing a need
to mention that Schubart also allowed for later dates as well.*® But the points that
Schubart emphasises are the uncertainty of palaeographic dating, the need for a
wider range of possible dates, and securely dated documents as the most ideal
comparanda for the purposes of trying to establish a date. These emphases
stand in considerable tension with Porter’s approach.

I have made this digression on Schubart and the Egerton papyrus because it
illustrates an important point. While I have come to believe that it is unhelpful
even to refer to non-securely dated manuscripts when trying to assign a palaeo-
graphic date to an undated manuscript, I understand that others might be loath
to give up this practice due to the relative paucity of dated or datable examples
of literary Greek writing of the Roman era. But if we are going to continue to
have these appeals to undated manuscripts, which are essentially appeals to
the judgements and authority of earlier scholars, let us at least appeal to author-
ities as correctly as we can. The whisper-down-the-lane effect from Schubart to
Bell and Skeat to Porter twists Schubart’s original point 180 degrees. Far from
advancing the discussion, these kinds of arguments simply muddy the waters.>°

‘115-85" or something similar, which would bring us nearer to Schubart’s stated range of
Hadrian to Commodus. Bell and Skeat were a bit more specific in a more popular treatment
of the Egerton gospel published later in 1935: ‘the manuscript was written not very far from the
middle of the second century, with perhaps some preference for a date slightly before over one
after ap 150. If the upward and downward limits of date be fixed at respectively 130 and 165 we
shall probably not be far wrong as to the period within which the manuscript is most likely to
have been written’; see H. I. Bell and T. C. Skeat, The New Gospel Fragments (London: Trustees
of the British Museum, 1935) 10.

49 Itis possible that Schubart may have had other communication with Bell pertinent to this dis-
cussion that is unknown to me, but I did not see other relevant materials in Bell's correspond-
ence in the British Library.

50 Porter’s chapter contains other similar inaccuracies. Consider his appeal to the authority of
Ulrich Wilcken. Porter claims that while Roberts opted for a fifty-year span of possible dates
for P52, ‘Wilcken restricted the date [of P52] ... to around ap 117-120" (‘Recent Efforts’, 73
and 76). Porter again gives no specific citation in his support of this claim. I know of only
one place in which Wilcken mentioned the Rylands gospel of John, a brief aside in a short
article, ‘Die Bremer Papyrus-Sammlung’, Forschungen und Fortschritte 12 (1936) 89-90
(cited in Nongbri, ‘The Use and Abuse of P52’, 30 n. 22). What does Wilcken actually say?
‘Das Johannesevangelium, von dem C. H. Roberts soeben ein kleines Fragment
veroffentlicht hat, das er mit Recht in die erste Hdlfte des 2. Jahrhunderts setzt, konnte vom
paldographischen Standpunkt aus gleichaltrig mit den Bremer Papyri sein’ (90; emphasis
added). Wilcken's point is not disagreement with Roberts, but rather agreement! He affirmed
Roberts’ assigned date in the first half of the second century and offered further (unspecified)
comparanda that fell within that range. On the archive of Apollonios strategos, of which these
Bremen papyri are a part, see now the entry in the Trismegistos database, www.trismegistos.
org/arch/detail.php?tm=19.
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Fortunately, there have also been more fruitful treatments of the Rylands
gospel fragment. In a 2008 study, Edoardo Crisci argued that the handwriting of
P52 could be usefully compared to a particular type of bureaucratic or chancery
writing found in some documents.>" As examples of this type of writing, Crisci
cited PSI v.446, a decree of Marcus Petronius Mamertinus, who was prefect
over Egypt during the years 133-7 cg, and P.Flor. 1.1, a record of a loan written
in 153 cg, Figures 1-3 illustrate these pieces along with P52.5

Having placed P52 within this general graphic type, Crisci then assigned the
Rylands fragment to the first quarter of the second century.®® I am more sympa-
thetic to this kind of approach, grounded as it is with reference to actual datable
manuscripts, but I strongly object to the implausibly narrow range of dates
allowed by Crisci. And indeed, other studies provide reason to doubt the
cogency of Crisci’s conclusion in this case. In a 2012 study, Pasquale Orsini and
Willy Clarysse applied the same methodology as Crisci. In fact, they used the
exact same comparative manuscripts, PSIv.446 and P.Flor. 1.1, to assign a different
date to P52!°* Orsini and Clarysse concluded that P52 should be assigned some-
where between 125 and 175, or as they put it at the conclusion of their article, P52
should probably be assigned to the second half of the second century.>®

51 E. Crisci, ‘Riflessioni paleografiche (e non solo) sui pitt antichi manoscritti greci del Nuovo
Testamento’, Oltre la scrittura. Variazioni sul tema per Guglielmo Cavallo (ed. D. Bianconi
and L. Del Corso; Dossiers Byzantins 8; Paris: Centre d’études byzantines, néo-helléniques
et sud-est européennes, 2008) 53-93, esp. 68-77.

52 Interestingly, P.Flor. 1.1 was the latest dated palaeographic parallel cited by Roberts in his ori-
ginal edition of the fragment. Yet, he was not at all confident in its overall similarity: ‘In this text
the upsilon, the omega and sometimes the alpha are similar to those in our text, but other
letters are radically different and its general style is not very close to that of P. Ryl. Gk. 457’
(An Unpublished Fragment, 16).

53 Crisci claimed that P52 was ‘riferibile al primo quarto del i1 secolo’ and that its writing ‘mostra
una chiara impronta burocratico-amministrativa ... Ove si vogliano individuare, in ambito
documentario, termini di confronto per questa particolare tipologia grafica, il primo reperto
a dover esser preso in considerazione e il PSI v 446, editto del prefetto Marco Petronio
Mamertino del 133-136, esempio di scrittura cancelleresca rotonda e occhiellata con la
quale il P. Ryl. 457 ha molte affinita di fondo ... Accanto a questo, si puo segnalare pure P.
Flor. 1 1, mutuo ipotecario del 153 d.C., documento di ambiente notarile la cui scrittura prin-
cipale, pur se declinata sul versante di una maggiore propensione alla corsivita delle forme,
esibisce le stesse caratteristiche di fondo’ (‘Riflessioni paleografiche’, 68-9).

54 P. Orsini and W. Clarysse ‘Early New Testament Manuscripts and their Dates: A Critique of
Theological Palaeography’, ETL 88 (2012) 443-74. They describe the hand of P52 both as a
‘round majuscule’ (462) and as a form of writing that ‘originated in bureaucratic and chancery
practices ... used in the main central and peripheral offices in the second and third centuries’
(458). They describe this writing as ‘round, unimodular and looped, and the strokes end in
apices (in the lower parts) and small hooks (in the upper parts); sometimes curves and
flourishes are added at the end of letters’ (458).

55 Orsini and Clarysse, ‘Early New Testament Manuscripts’, 466 and 470.
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Figure 1. P.Ryl. m.457, recto and verso. Reproduced by courtesy of the Librarian
and Director, The John Rylands University Library, The University of
Manchester. Copyright of the University of Manchester Library.

The arguments of both Crisci and of Orsini and Clarysse rely on studies of
Roman chancery writing by the noted Italian palaeographer, Guglielmo
Cavallo. What one finds when one consults these studies is that the dated
examples of this type or style of writing are said to extend from the early
second century well into the first half of the third century.’® Crisci did not
provide specific arguments explaining why he placed P52 in very narrow
limits at the earliest end of this broad spectrum. To make their case for
placing the copying of P52 sometime between the years 125 and 175, Orsini
and Clarysse did make specific reference to a piece with a secure date, P.
Fay. 87, a receipt from the year 156 ce (see Figure 4). The writing of this
piece is in rounded capitals with occasional ligatures. It employs prominent
serifs or blobs at the ends of strokes, much more distinct than those of PSI
v.446 and P.Flor. 1.1. The hand is somewhat heavy (vertical strokes are some-
times over 0.2 cm wide). It is basically bilinear, although iota, rho and phi regu-
larly descend below the lower notional line. Its lettering is generally upright
although sometimes displaying an incline to the right (in contrast to P52,

56 See e.g. G. Cavallo, La scrittura greca e latina dei papyri. Una introduzione (Rome: Fabrizio
Serra, 2008) 89-91, where the latest dated example of this class of writing provided is P.
Oxy. 1.3593, a record for the sale of a slave from 238-44 ck.
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Figure 2. PSI v.446, front (a decree of a prefect dating to 133-7 ce). Image appears
courtesy of the the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence. By permission of the
Ministero per i beni e le attivita culturali e per il turismo. Reproduction prohibited.

which inclines slightly to the left). Some letters have similar shapes to those
found in P52 (alpha, epsilon and occasionally upsilon), while others are
quite distinct (such as kappa, pi, tho and omega, see Figure 5).%”

What is noteworthy about their choice of this particular comparandum is
that the writing of P.Fay. 87 has been classified as somewhat atypical of the
mid-second century. This is the description of the piece given by the original

57 For a fuller palaeographic description of P.Fay. 87, see Turner, Greek Manuscripts of the
Ancient World, item no. 48.
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Figure 3. P.Flor. 1.1 (a record of a loan written in 153 cg). Image appears courtesy
of the the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence. By permission of the
Ministero per i beni e le attivita culturali e per il turismo. Reproduction prohibited.

editors, Grenfell and Hunt: ‘The papyrus is written in a remarkable hand,
which presents at first sight an almost Byzantine appearance, mainly due to
the thickening of the extremities of the rather large and heavy semiuncial
letters.’*® If Orsini and Clarysse are correct in detecting an affinity between
the script of P52 and that of P.Fay. 87, this might explain why Grenfell did
not single out the Rylands gospel fragment in his letters to Guppy: Grenfell
may well have judged the handwriting of P52 to have a similar ‘Byzantine
appearance’ and thus to be worth buying insomuch as it was a ‘theological’
fragment, but not such a remarkable or early piece as to warrant special
mention in his correspondence with Guppy. This is, of course, only

58 B. P. Grenfell, A. S. Hunt and D. G. Hogarth, Fayiim Towns and their Papyri (London: Egypt
Exploration Fund, 1900) 220-1.
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Figure 4. P.Fay. 87 (a receipt of 156 cg). British Library, Papyrus 825. © British
Library Board.

speculation, but such a scenario would help to account for Grenfell’s treatment
of (or rather, his lack of interest in) the papyrus.

In any event, it is curious that neither Crisci nor Clarysse and Orsini mention
any of the later proposed palaeographic comparanda for P52 (either to confirm or
refute them). And this brings me back to Eric Turner. While working at the
University of Western Australia in 2013, I came across Turner’s annotated copy
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P.Fay. 87 | P.Ryl. m.457 (P52)

Figure 5. Individual letters of P.Fay. 87 (British Library, Papyrus
825) and those of P52 (P.Ryl. ni457). British Library, Papyrus

825, © British Library Board, and P.Ryl. nr.457, copyright of the
University of Manchester Library.
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Figure 6. P.Lond. n.9o4 (a collection of letters from 104 cg). British Library,
Papyrus 904, © British Library Board.
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Figure 7. P.Oxy. x11.3016 (judicial proceedings from the year 148 cg). Image cour-
tesy of the Egypt Exploration Society and the University of Oxford Imaging Papyri
Project.

of Roberts’ original 1935 edition of P52.5° Turner’s marginal notes in the book
seem to have been written in the 1970s.°® These notes are sparse but telling.
Next to some of Roberts’ suggested parallels, including the Egerton gospel,
Turner has tersely written ‘Not dated.” Elsewhere in the margins, he gives his
own verdict on the dating: ‘I should tend to put it later, though still c. ii.” At
various other points in the margins, Turner adds dated manuscripts for compari-
son. These examples span the course of the second century. In chronological
order, they are: P.Lond. m.904, a collection of letters from 104 cg; P.Oxy.
XL1.3016, judicial proceedings from the year 148 cg; P.Hamb. 39, a roll of receipts
copied in 179 cg;®* and P.Amh. 1.78, a petition from 184 ck. These pieces are illu-

strated in Figures 6-9.

59 Much of Turner’s library and a small collection of his personal papers were purchased by the
University of Western Australia in Perth in 1985. Eight boxes of Turner’s papers are kept in
Special Collections, while his books have been integrated into the library’s general collection.

60 The notes all appear to have been written at the same time, and they mention P.Oxy. XL1.3016,
which was published in 1974.

61 In particular, the second hand visible in column 16, which was republished as Rom.Mil.Rec.
76.46; see R. O. Fink, Roman Military Records on Papyrus (Cleveland: American Philological
Association, 1971) 297.
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Figure 8. P.Hamb. 39, column 16 (receipts written in 179 ce). P.Hamb. graec. 184.
H, Staats- und Universitétsbibliothek, Hamburg.

It was P.Amh. 1.78, the latest of comparanda, that Turner chose to highlight in
his discussion of P52 in The Typology of the Early Codex in 1977. It is not difficult to
see why. The writing of P.Amh. 1.78 does contain some striking cursive features
not present in the extant portions of P52 - such as the upsilon-sigma combination
(line 12), and the epsilon-iota combination (line 8) - but it also displays a number
of features very similar to what we find in the writing of P52. As Turner wrote in
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Figure 9. P.Amh. 1.78 (a petition from the year 184 ck). Image
courtesy of The Morgan Library & Museum, New York. Ambh.

Gr. Pap. 78. Purchased by J. Pierpont Morgan (1837-1913) in
1912.
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P.Amh. 1.78 | P.Ryl. m.457

Figure 10. Individual letters of P.Amh. 1.78 compared with
those of P52 (P.Ryl. n.457). Amh. Gr. Pap. 78, courtesy of
The Morgan Library & Museum, and P.Ryl. 1.457, copyright
of The University of Manchester Library.
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Figure 11: P.Oxy. 11.3614 (extracts from a judgement copied after 200 ck). Image
courtesy of the Egypt Exploration Society and the University of Oxford Imaging
Papyri Project.

1977, P.Amh. 1.78 ‘shows a hand with similarities in its overall uprightness (or
even slight lean to the left), roundness and scale, and in the forms of particular
letters (the two forms of o, the €, @, 1 in particular). But the letters are crushed
more closely together and not so even in size, as would in any case be expected
in a document.”®* Indeed, when we compare sequences of identical letters, the
similarities are evident (see Figure 10).

And in fact, such similarities continue to appear even in samples of handwrit-
ing securely dated to periods at least as late as the third century. P.Oxy. 11.3614
contains extracts from a judgement of Septimius Severus issued at Alexandria
in the year 200 (see Figure 11). The papyrus was thus copied some undetermined
time after that.®® I have singled out this papyrus before for its similarities to P52,
but I do not think that these similarities have been fully appreciated. For this
reason I provide further illustration here. P.Oxy. 11.3614 was clearly not written
with as much care as P52, but, again, when we look closely at individual letter
forms and the relative positions of strings of letters, the similarities are readily
apparent (see Figure 12). At the level of individual letters, quite similar forms of

62 Turner, The Typology of the Early Codex, 100.
63 It is not clear how long after 200 CE P.Oxy. 51.3614 was copied. The editor of this piece wrote
that the handwriting ‘looks as if it belongs still to the third century’.
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P.Oxy. L1.3614 | P.Ryl. m.457 (P52)

Figure 12. Individual Letters of P.Oxy. L1.3614 compared with
those of P52 (P.Ryl. m457). P.Oxy. 113614, courtesy of the
Egypt Exploration Society and the University of Oxford
Imaging Papyri Project and P.Ryl. m.457, copyright of The
University of Manchester Library.
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the alpha are present in both pieces (and the alpha occasionally rises above the
upper notional line in both pieces). One finds in both pieces examples of the
taller and shorter iota with comparable hook-like serifs. The omega is written in
similar fashion with rounded tips. The pi and eta with a marked serif at the
bottom of the right vertical stroke is common to both pieces. When strings of
letters are examined side by side, we find comparable horizontal and vertical
spacing. In Figure 12, the alpha-upsilon-tau sequence is illustrated. These paral-
lels are as close as any comparandum in the current discussion of the palaeog-
raphy of P52.

Yet, I must again emphasise that this kind of graphic proximity does not defini-
tively rule out the possibility that P52 was copied sometime in the first half of the
second century. Rather, it broadens the range of possible palaeographic dates. It is
thus imprudent to restrict the date of P52 to the first half of the second century, as
is commonly done in current scholarship.®* As we have seen, reasonably close
palaeographic parallels may be found among manuscripts dated to the second
half of the second century, and even into the third century.®®
argued that when we have more substantial remains of a manuscript and can
more readily consider other factors in addition to palaeography, a more precise
date may be possible, as in the case of P.Bodmer 2, the relatively well preserved
multi-quire papyrus codex of John’s gospel in Geneva.’® But for so fragmentary
a piece as the Rylands gospel of John, for which palaeography is our only recourse
for dating, the most sensible approach is to learn to live with a wider range of pos-
sible dates.*”

I have elsewhere

4. Conclusion

It is difficult, as the old saying goes, to put the genie back in the bottle. For
eighty-five years, P52 has been regarded as the most ancient extant fragment of
the New Testament, with a date of ‘circa 125’, or the like. I doubt that I will be
able to dislodge the pervasive habit of describing P52 as having been copied
‘circa 125 cg’ anytime soon. It is too deeply ingrained. Articles in academic

64 And it is even less advisable to describe it as having been copied ‘circa’ any given year.

65 Don Barker (‘The Dating of New Testament Papyri’, 574) has suggested that the ‘graphic
stream’ of P52 extends into the late third century, citing P.Oxy. xuv.3183, a registration of chil-
dren dated 26 July 292, a duplicate document written in two different hands (presumably
Barker refers to Hand ‘A’).

66 Nongbri, ‘“The Limits of Palaeographic Dating of Literary Papyri’.

67 Furthermore, the best course would also be to assume, with Bagnall, that a later date within
that widened spectrum of possible palaeographic dates is more probable than an earlier one,
simply given the relative lack of evidence for Christians in the Egyptian chora prior to the third
century. But it is important to note that preference for this somewhat later date is not an issue
of palaeography.
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journals like this one are a good start. Yet, such journals are not the only sites, or
perhaps even the most important sites, for the production of knowledge about
early Christian manuscripts. I will conclude, then, by noting some positive devel-
opments at another important site for the production of knowledge about a manu-
script - the didactic materials at the holding institution. This was the beginning of
the label on the display case containing P52 in the Rylands Library when I gave
this paper in Manchester (2014): ‘The Rylands St John Fragment is one of the
Library’s most famous objects. It is the oldest dated New Testament writing to
survive. It has been dated to about 125 ap. It has not been carbon dated®® but
dated from the style of handwriting.’®® To describe the fragment as a ‘dated
writing’ is both confusing and misleading, and the claim that a date of ‘about
125 Aap’ could be established ‘from the style of the handwriting’ is equally
deceptive.” The label has since been revised and dramatically improved to
read as follows:

68 During the conference at which this paper was originally presented, a question arose about the
possibility of using radiocarbon analysis on P52. The current technology of accelerator mass
spectrometry requires sample sizes for papyrus of as little as 20 milligrams (personal corres-
pondence with staff at the Oxford Radiocarbon Accelerator Unit), which is less than 1 cm?® in
terms of surface area. A small uninscribed portion of the upper margin of P52 could be
removed for this purpose with little cosmetic damage to the fragment. While such testing
would still result in a fairly wide range of probable dates, it would be beneficial to have this
added data in order to find out with which part of the spectrum of palaeographic dates the
radiocarbon dates might overlap.

69 I give the text of the label as I saw it in September 2014. The label was in need of correction on
other grounds as well. It described the contents of the fragment as containing part of John 17,
when in fact it contains verses of John 18.

70 The website of the Rylands Library did a somewhat better job, by virtually quoting Roberts’
1935 assessment: ‘The importance of this fragment is quite out of proportion to its size,
since it may with some confidence be dated in the first half of the second century ap, and
thus ranks as the earliest known fragment of the New Testament in any language.” This was
the text on the website in August 2014. Now (in 2019) the website description reads as
follows: ‘The Fragment is widely regarded as the earliest portion of any New Testament
writing ever found. It provides us with invaluable evidence on the spread of Christianity in
the provinces of the Roman Empire in the first centuries of our era. The first editor dated
the Fragment to the first half of the second century (between 100-150 ap). The date was esti-
mated palaeographically, by comparing the handwriting with other manuscripts. However,
palaeography is not an exact science - none of the comparable Biblical manuscripts are
dated and most papyri bearing a secure date are administrative documents. Recent research
points to a date nearer to 200 Ap, but there is as yet no convincing evidence that any earlier
fragments from the New Testament survive. Carbon-dating is a destructive method and has
not been used on the Fragment.’
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Fragment of the Gospel of John

Egypt

2nd or early 3rd century ap (uncertain)

This fragment of papyrus is considered by many to be the earliest portion of
New Testament writing ever found. It contains incomplete lines from the
Gospel of John written in ancient Greek, its original language. The fragment
was bought for the Library in Egypt in 1920, but we don’t know where it was
found. Specialists have identified similar handwriting in documents dating
from the early second century to the early third century ap. If our fragment
was copied within this timeframe, it is one of the earliest surviving manuscripts
of the New Testament and among the oldest archaeological remains of
Christianity. It has not been carbon-dated as this would require partial destruc-
tion of the fragment.

This label is both more honest and more informative than its predecessor. But I
think the label could do even more. We should use didactic materials such as
this to raise questions. Why is it so tricky to assign a date to a given artefact?
What kinds of debates create the knowledge printed on labels like this one? P52
is an ideal specimen for this type of exposition. The description could be adjusted
to provide a more realistic and helpful sense of the state of scholarship on the
fragment:

This small fragment contains part of chapter 18 of the Gospel according to John.
It was one of several papyri in the collection purchased for the Library on the
antiquities market in Egypt in 1920. It thus lacks a secure archaeological prov-
enance. It has not yet been subjected radiocarbon analysis. Its date must there-
fore be determined only by comparative analysis of its handwriting. Specialists
have identified similar handwriting in documents dating from the early second
century to the early third century. If the Rylands fragment was copied within
this timeframe, it ranks among the earliest surviving manuscripts of the New
Testament, and indeed among the earliest extant artefacts of ancient Christians.

Such a label would more accurately reflect the state of scholarship. It would also
foreground the important issues of the antiquities trade and the loss of archaeo-
logical context, which explains why we are forced to rely on the uncertain art of
palaeography to assign a date to the fragment.”* At the end of the day, that date
(early second to early third century) is not as precise as we (both scholars and
the general public) might like, but then again, neither is the art of palaecography
of Greek literature of the Roman era.

71 The issue of the fragment’s lack of clear provenance would seem especially pressing. Even
competent biblical scholars are prone to speak of P52 and other artefacts bought on the
antiquities market as though they were uncovered in secure, datable archaeological contexts.
See the various discussions cited in B. Nongbri, God’s Library: The Archaeology of the Earliest
Christian Manuscripts (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018).

https://doi.org/10.1017/50028688520000089 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0028688520000089

	Palaeography, Precision and Publicity: Further Thoughts on P.Ryl. iii.457 (P52)*
	Introduction
	New Information about the Acquisition of P52
	Roberts' Publication of P52
	Recent Scholarship on P52
	Conclusion


