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Preface 

This volume derives directly from work carried out in the ERC-funded research project 
APOCRYPHA at the University of Oslo, Faculty of Theology, in the period 2020–2026.1 
The project’s full name was Storyworlds in Transition: Coptic Apocrypha in Changing 
Contexts in the Byzantine and Early Islamic Periods, and it set out to create an overview 
of all Coptic apocrypha directly attested in preserved manuscripts – from the entire period 
of Coptic literary production (ca. 4th–13th centuries), and to understand the development 
and functions of this type of literature through the significantly changing socio-religious 
contexts of Egypt in this period. This book showcases the methods, concepts, and results 
of the project, with contributions from the research team as well as from some of the pro-
ject’s close external collaborators who generously contributed with their own articles 
throwing additional light on the history of Coptic apocrypha.  
 The volume is divided into three parts. Part I: New Approaches to Coptic Apocrypha, 
comprises seven chapters focusing on a range of new methodological approaches, includ-
ing an overview of the theoretical and methodological foundations of the APOCRYPHA 
project co-written by the editors. Part II: New Editions with Commentary, contains three 
new editions of Coptic texts – one apocryphal text proper, one catena fragment with apoc-
ryphal elements, and one polemical text against various apocryphal traditions – all with 
extensive commentary. Finally, Part III: Contextualizing Coptic Apocrypha, comprises 
three contributions that shed light on the wider contexts of Coptic apocrypha. 
 The editors wish, first of all, to thank all the contributors of this volume, for wonderful 
collaboration throughout the making of this book, and Tuomas Rasimus for indexing it. 
We would also like to thank Markus Kirchner, Tobias Stäbler; Constanze Braun, and 
Dominika Zgolik at Mohr Siebeck, who all contributed to making the production and pub-
lication process smooth and free of unnecessary frustration. Thanks also to managing ed-
itor Jan Dochhorn and the rest of the editorial board of the Parabiblica series, Felix Al-
brecht, Christfried Böttrich, Nils Arne Pedersen, Jacques van Ruiten, and Tobias Thum.  
 This book would not have turned out the way it did without the support of the rest of 
the members of the APOCRYPHA project and the Coptic Texts and Manuscripts research 
group at the Faculty of Theology, University of Oslo, including Lloyd Abercrombie (who 
also helped with copy-editing), Joanna Hypszer, Sigurd Hanserud, Laura Slaughter, Knut 
Waagan, Vemund Blomkvist, Håkon Fiane Teigen, and Ivan Miroshnikov. The two deans 
of the Faculty of Theology, University of Oslo, in this period, Aud Tønnessen and Anders 
Runesson, as well as the faculty director Tone Vold-Sarnes, deserve many thanks for their 
constant support of the project, as do senior research adviser Ingunn Gjørva and economic 

 
1 The APOCRYPHA project received funding through an ERC Consolidator Grant awarded to Hugo 

Lundhaug (grant agreement no. 865971) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and inno-
vation program. All the editors have been members of the project team (Lundhaug as PI; Bélanger 
Sarrazin, Cook, and Toft as postdocs; and Graz as PhD student). 



VI Preface  

adviser Renate Salomonsen, who have both been incredibly helpful throughout. The rest 
of our wonderful colleagues at the faculty also deserve thanks. Their friendly collegiality 
have contributed a great deal to making the Faculty of Theology the perfect place to carry 
out a project like this. 
 All the project-external participants of the workshops and final symposium of the 
APOCRYPHA project also inspired this work, including Diliana Atanassova, Christian H. 
Bull, Tony Burke, Dylan Burns, Paola Buzi, Slavomír Čéplö, Jan Dochhorn, Korshi 
Dosoo, Stephen Emmel, René Falkenberg, Kimberley Fowler, Briana Grenert, Em-
manouela Grypeou, Stephanie Hallinger, Lance Jenott, Junia Kattrup, Frederic Krueger, 
Jos van Lent, Liv Ingeborg Lied, Julia Lindenlaub, Mari Mamyan, Christoph Markschies, 
Ágnes Tothne Mihálykó, Ivan Miroshnikov, Sarah Parkhouse, Tuomas Rasimus, Gesa 
Schenke, Petter Spjut, Eugen Stafie, Alin Suciu, Håkon Fiane Teigen, Alexandros Tsakos, 
Paula Tutty, Jacques van der Vliet, Vincent Walter, Jacquline Wormstädt, and Ewa 
Zakrzewska. Similarly, we would also like to thank the TiNT project under the leadership 
of Garrick Allen and the Beyond Canon_ project under the leadership of Tobias Nicklas 
for fruitful meetings and collaboration. 
 It has become abundantly clear throughout the APOCRYPHA-project that the produc-
tion and use of apocrypha was not a marginal phenomenon in Egyptian Christianity in the 
late antique and early Islamic periods. Indeed, it was practically ubiquitous throughout the 
entire period of Coptic literary production. It is our hope that the present volume will be 
an inspiration for many others to conduct new and groundbreaking research on this fasci-
nating material. 
 
 
Oslo, March 2026       Hugo Lundhaug 

Roxanne Bélanger Sarrazin 
Samuel Peter Cook 
Lasse Løvlund Toft 

Florian Graz 
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A New Approach to Coptic Apocrypha: 
Categories, Methods, and Achievements of the APOCRYPHA 

Research Project* 

Hugo Lundhaug, Roxanne Bélanger Sarrazin, Samuel Peter Cook,  
Lasse Løvlund Toft, and Florian Graz  

The present volume is a result of work carried out by the ERC-funded research project 
Storyworlds in Transition: Coptic Apocrypha in Changing Contexts in the Byzantine and 
Early Islamic Periods (APOCRYPHA) at the University of Oslo. The project has studied 
the production, use, and transmission of apocryphal literature in Coptic, taking into ac-
count the entire period in which this was a living literary language, with a focus on those 
texts for which we have material evidence. The chronological span has thus been from the 
fourth to the fourteenth century – and in some cases beyond. This chapter will describe 
the central concepts, methods, and topics of the APOCRYPHA project, as well as some 
of its main results.  

1. Conceptualizing Apocrypha 

What do we study when we study apocrypha? Much ink has been spilled arguing over the 
correct understanding of the category itself, from the relationship between the original 
meaning and use of the Greek term ἀπόκρυφον in late antiquity and the proper use of the 
term in scholarship, to the supposed essence of apocrypha as a category of literature. We 
agree with Tobias Nicklas that “Sicherlich ist eine für alle Zeiten gültige Definition des 
Begriffs christlicher Apokryphen kaum möglich.”1 Consequently, it has not been the goal 
of the APOCRYPHA project to come up with an all-purpose definition. Yet, since no 
previously formulated definition was deemed completely fit for our purposes, we have 
come up with our own working definition of apocrypha to suit the needs of the specific 

 
* This chapter was written under the aegis of the APOCRYPHA project, which has received funding 

through an ERC Consolidator Grant (grant agreement no. 865971) under the European Union’s Horizon 
2020 research and innovation program. The project has been hosted at the University of Oslo, Faculty 
of Theology. The present contribution and the research underlying it has received funding through this 
project. In addition to the authors of the present chapter, the following people have been part of the 
APOCRYPHA research group: Laura Slaughter (DH expert), Lloyd Abercrombie (research assistant), 
Sigurd Hanserud (research assistant), and Knut Waagan (programmer). We would also like to espe-
cially thank close collaborators of the project Joanna Hypszer (PhD student) and Ivan Miroshnikov 
(guest researcher). 

1 Tobias Nicklas, “Semiotik – Intertextualität – Apokryphität: Eine Annäherung an den Begriff 
‘Christlicher Apokryphen’,” Apocrypha 17 (2006): 55. 
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research topics and questions of this particular project. As Christoph Markschies has 
rightly pointed out, “Any and all attempts at a definition are based on conventions and 
pragmatic compromises and therefore must be tested in scholarly practice.”2 Our defini-
tion is grounded in needs dictated by our research questions and has been tested in our 
analyses. 
 While there has been much attention in scholarship to the relationship between individ-
ual apocryphal texts and the biblical canon, and the history of its canonization, less atten-
tion has been paid to how the apocrypha functioned together with the canonical biblical 
texts, and the nature of the creative processes leading to the elaboration of the stories and 
the world evoked by the biblical texts. In order to catch the gist of the processes and func-
tions of both the production and reception of apocrypha, the APOCRYPHA project has 
therefore come up with a deliberately simple and broad working definition of apocrypha 
as texts and traditions that elaborate or expand upon characters or events of the biblical 
storyworld. This definition is based on a number of deliberate methodological choices that 
will be outlined below. 
 The basic meaning of the Greek term “apocryphon” (ἀπόκρυφον) as something that is 
hidden or secret, is not a particularly useful starting point for our purposes, since we are 
not using the category in this narrow sense to single out specifically “secret books.” This 
does not mean, of course, that the notion of secret books or the dissemination of secret 
knowledge is not important in many of the works we define as apocrypha,3 but already in 
early Christian discourse the term soon took on the expanded, and at the same time rather 
different, meaning of a “noncanonical,” rather than “secret,” literary work, thus coming to 
refer to unauthorized and even heretical pseudo-biblical books in general. However, while 
definitions like the Encyclopedia Britannica’s “any writings of dubious authority” cer-
tainly have roots in ancient usage, following condemnations of apocrypha by churchmen 
such as Athanasius in the fourth century,4 it does not capture the most salient aspects of 
the phenomenon as it has been approached in the APOCRYPHA project. It is also mis-
leading with regard to Coptic apocrypha, since the majority of these works seem likely to 
have been treated as authoritative by at least some Egyptian Christians at some point in 
time, and since authority itself is a question of reception that could vary significantly over 
time and from place to place, making it unusable as a criterion of selection. 

 
2 Christoph Markschies, “Foreword,” in Forbidden Texts on the Western Frontier: The Christian 

Apocrypha in North American Perspectives: Proceedings from the 2013 York University Christian 
Apocrypha Symposium (ed. Tony Burke; Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2015), xiv. 

3 See, e.g., the discussion in Hugo Lundhaug, “The Dissemination of Religious Knowledge Through 
Apocrypha in Egyptian Monasteries,” in The Use and Dissemination of Religious Knowledge in Antiq-
uity (ed. Catherine Hezser and Diana V. Edelman; Sheffield: Equinox, 2021), 213–18.  

4 On Athanasius’ 39th Festal Letter and its treatment of apocrypha, see, e.g., Alberto Camplani, 
Atanasio di Alessandria: Lettere Festali (Milan: Paoline, 2003); David Brakke, “Canon Formation and 
Social Conflict in Fourth-Century Egypt: Athanasius of Alexandria’s Thirty-Ninth Festal Letter,” 
HTR 87.4 (1994): 395–419; Brakke, “A New Fragment of Athanasius’ Thirty-Ninth Festal Letter: 
Heresy, Apocrypha, and the Canon,” HTR 103.1 (2010): 47–66; Nils Arne Pedersen and Lasse Løvlund 
Toft, “Athanasios af Alexandrias 39. Påskebrev fra påsken 367: Introduktion og oversættelse til dansk,” 
DTT 83 (2020): 120–52. 
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 We were thus in need of a definition that is not reliant on any value-judgement regard-
ing the contents of this material. Wilhelm Schneemelcher’s influential definition of New 
Testament apocrypha as “Schriften, die in irgendeiner Weise, sei es ihrer Form oder ihrem 
Inhalt nach, mit den Schriften des Neuen Testaments in Beziehung stehen,”5 captures the 
relationship of the apocrypha with the New Testament biblical canon without any judge-
ment regarding the value of their contents. However, the term “New Testament apocry-
pha” not only gives the New Testament a privileged position relative to the Old Testament, 
which in recent scholarship has rightly been challenged (leading to its substitution by the 
alternative term “Christian Apocrypha”),6 but it may also suggest a closer textual or his-
torical affinity between the apocrypha and the canonical New Testament texts than is war-
ranted.7 Especially for the later period under scrutiny this may not necessarily be helpful 
when we wish to understand the functions of apocrypha in Egyptian Christian communi-
ties. Yet, a close relationship with the canonization of the New Testament is still often 
posited when defining the category. This is for instance the case with Tony Burke’s defi-
nition of Christian Apocrypha:  
The term “Christian Apocrypha” designates non-biblical Christian literature that features tales of Jesus, 
his family and his immediate followers. They are similar in content and genre to texts included in the 
New Testament; the essential difference is that they were not selected for inclusion in the Bible, either 
because those who decided on the Bible’s contents did not approve of them, or because they were 
composed after the time of this selection process.8 

This definition usefully highlights the narrative aspects of the relationship between the 
apocrypha and the Bible: They are stories about biblical characters. As such, it provides a 
good description of the contents of many of the texts in our corpus, and a good starting-
point for a definition, but the focus on canonical aspirations, typically the result of schol-
arly preoccupation with the earliest apocryphal works and traditions, has often led to a 
focus on the question why these texts were not “included in” the canon in the first place. 
The answer has usually been found in various perceived deficiencies of the apocrypha in 

 
5 Edgar Hennecke and Wilhelm Schneemelcher, eds., Neutestamentliche Apokryphen in deutscher 

Übersetzung (6th ed.; 2 vols.; Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1990–1997), 1:41. 
6 See, e.g., the most recent iteration of the long-running German collection of Neutestamentliche 

Apokryphen, originally edited by Edgar Hennecke, and thereafter by Wilhelm Schneemelcher, which 
under the leadership of its most recent editors Christoph Markschies and Jens Schröter has changed its 
name to Antike christliche Apokryphen. See Christoph Markschies and Jens Schröter, Antike christliche 
Apokryphen in deutscher Übersetzung. I. Band: Evangelien und Verwandtes (2 vols.; Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2012). On the history of this German collection, see Christoph Markschies, “‘Neutestament-
liche Apokryphen’: Bemerkungen zu Geschichte und Zukunft einer von Edgar Hennecke im Jahr 1904 
begründeten Quellensammlung,” Apocrypha 9 (1998): 97–132. 

7 Cf. Péter Tóth, “Way Out of the Tunnel? Three Hundred Years of Research on the Apocrypha: A 
Preliminary Approach,” in Retelling the Bible: Literary, Historical, and Social Contexts (ed. Lucie 
Dolezalova and Tamas Visy; Bern: Peter Lang, 2011), 45: “According to the most common scholarly 
opinion the apocrypha are texts with the ambition of belonging to the biblical writings but without 
being included into the canon.” 

8 Tony Burke, Secret Scriptures Revealed: A New Introduction to the Christian Apocrypha (London: 
SPCK, 2013), 6. 
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relation to the canonical texts, ranging from a perceived lack of orthodoxy, dubious histo-
ricity (including pseudepigraphy), a lack of popularity, or a late date of composition.  
 Moreover, while so-called New Testament Apocrypha have often been categorized and 
arranged along the lines of the specific genres of the New Testament, similarities in con-
tents and genre with the canonical texts should not be exaggerated. As Stephen Shoemaker 
has pointed out, early Christian apocrypha “do not always (as is often maintained) corre-
spond to the literary genres of the New Testament; nor are they even restricted to ‘New 
Testament’ themes.”9 However, as Shoemaker also notes, there has been a trend in schol-
arship in recent years “to remove the early Christian apocrypha from the shadow of the 
New Testament writings and to free them from the biblical concepts and categories that 
have heretofore dominated their study and interpretation.”10 Shoemaker refers to how 
apocrypha often tended to be gathered together by scholars in collections mirroring the 
Bible, being divided in accordance with the Christian Bible into Old and New Testament 
apocrypha, and grouped together following its genre-divisions into gospels, acts, letters, 
and apocalypses.11 An unfortunate consequence of this has been a notion of the apocrypha 
as constituting some kind of counter-canon or shadow-bible in opposition to the “real” 
Bible.12  
 Due to a focus on the process of biblical, and especially New Testament, canonization 
there has also been a corresponding tendency among some scholars to limit the chrono-
logical scope of the category of apocrypha to those works that might conceivably have 
been available for inclusion in the canon, i.e., to the very earliest Christian centuries.13 
However, once we extend our chronological scope past the time of the canonization of the 
New Testament, and rather focus on elaboration of the biblical storyworld as a phenome-
non in its own right, the canonical selection process, and canonical aspirations, become 
irrelevant as a criterion of definition.14 Indeed, the APOCRYPHA project includes the 

 
9 Stephen J. Shoemaker, “Early Christian Apocryphal Literature,” in The Oxford Handbook of Early 

Christian Studies (ed. Susan Ashbrook Harvey and David G. Hunter; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2008), 521. 

10 Shoemaker, “Early Christian Apocryphal Literature,” 521. 
11 See, e.g., such collections of apocrypha as Edgar Hennecke and Wilhelm Schneemelcher, eds. 

Neutestamentliche Apokryphen in deutscher Übersetzung (4th ed.; Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Sie-
beck], 1968–1971); Montague Rhodes James, The Apocryphal New Testament: Being the Apocryphal 
Gospels, Acts, Epistles, and Apocalypses with Other Narratives and Fragments (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1924); James Keith Elliott, The Apocryphal New Testament: A Collection of Apocryphal Chris-
tian Literature in an English Translation based on M. R. James (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993); Tony 
Burke, ed., New Testament Apocrypha: More Noncanonical Scriptures: Volume 3 (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2023). 

12 See the discussion in Els Rose, Ritual Memory: The Apocryphal Acts and Liturgical Commemo-
ration in the Early Medieval West (c. 500–1215) (MLST 40; Leiden: Brill, 2009), 30–35, esp. 31. 

13 Edgar Hennecke, for instance, in the first edition of his Neutestamentliche Apokryphen, chose to 
treat only literature prior to Origen as apocrypha (Edgar Hennecke, ed., Neutestamentliche Apokryphen 
in deutscher Übersetzung und mit Einleitungen [Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1904], 5). 

14 Indeed, as Tobias Nicklas, “The ‘Beyond Canon’ Project: Questions, Topics, and Results,” in The 
Canon and Beyond: Collected Essays on the History and Hermeneutics of Biblical and Parabiblical 
Traditions (WUNT 525; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2024), 1, rightly notes, “Even after the emergence 
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entire period in which Coptic was in use as a living literary language, which extends far 
beyond the time of the closure of the Christian biblical canon.15  
 While we could thus have decided to scrap the term “apocrypha” entirely, as has been 
suggested by some,16 we instead chose to keep the term while defining the phenomenon 
in a broader and more generally applicable way, expanding the category to include a wider 
selection of literary works.17 We thus came to a similar solution as the AELAC-group of 
apocrypha scholars, represented by, among others, Éric Junod, who in an influential article 
defined Christian apocrypha as  
textes anonymes ou pseudépigraphes d’origine chrétienne qui entretiennent un rapport avec les livres 
du Nouveau Testament et aussi de l’Ancien Testament parce qu’ils sont consacrés à des événements 
racontés ou évoqués dans ces livres ou parce qu’ils sont consacrés à des événements qui se situent dans 
le prolongement d’événements racontés ou évoqués dans ces livres; parce qu’ils sont centrés sur des 
personnages apparaissant dans ces livres, parce que leur genre littéraire s’apparente à ceux d’écrits 
bibliques.18 

In line with Junod’s definition, the APOCRYPHA project has thus followed the lead of 
those who do not place any chronological or generic limits on the definition of apocrypha 

 
and the completion of the canon, especially the New Testament canon, neither the production nor the 
use of parabiblical – or apocryphal – traditions come to an end. On the contrary, it seems to explode.” 

15 Cf. the discussion in Rose, Ritual Memory, 35–42, for different views on the chronological cut-
off time for the category of apocrypha. 

16 See, e.g. Tóth, “Way Out of the Tunnel”; Nicklas, “The ‘Beyond Canon’ Project”; Jan Dochhorn, 
“Überlegungen zu der neuen Reihe ‘Parabiblica’,” in Editionen und Studien zum Testamentum Salo-
monis (ed. Felix Albrecht; PBib 1; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2023), 1–17, who all prefer the term 
“parabiblical” to “apocryphal.”  

17 As Tony Burke, “Entering the Mainstream: Twenty-five Years of Research on the Christian Apoc-
rypha,” in Rediscovering the Apocryphal Continent: New Perspectives on Early Christian and Late 
Antique Apocryphal Texts and Traditions (ed. Pierluigi Piovanelli and Tony Burke; WUNT 349; Tü-
bingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2015), 19, states: “Among the significant developments of recent years are to 
be counted the broadening of criteria for the selection of texts in (Christian Apocrypha) collections.” 
The APOCRYPHA project’s approach can thus be seen as part of this trend. 

18 Éric Junod, “Apocryphes du NT ou apocryphes chrétiens anciens? Remarques sur la désignation 
d’un corpus et indications bibliographiques sur les instruments de travail récents,” ETR 58 (1983): 412. 
Junod’s definition has not only been followed in francophone scholarship. See, e.g., Christoph 
Markschies “Haupteinleitung,” in Antike christliche Apokryphen in deutscher Übersetzung. I. Band: 
Evangelien und Verwandtes (ed. Christoph Markschies and Jens Schröter; 2 Vols. Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2012), 1:1–180, which formulates a definition that is in its essence much closer to that of 
Junod than to Hennecke and Schneemelcher: “‘Apokryphen’ sind jüdische und christliche Texte, die 
die Form kanonisch gewordener biblischer Schriften aufweisen oder Geschichten über Figuren kanon-
isch gewordener biblischer Schriften erzählen oder Worte solcher Figuren überliefern oder von einer 
biblischen Figur verfaßt sein wollen. Sie sind nicht kanonisch geworden, sollten dies aber teilweise 
auch gar nicht. Teilweise waren sie auch ein genuiner Ausdruck mehrheitskirchlichen religiösen Le-
bens und haben oft Theologie wie bildende Kunst tief beeinflußt” (ibid., 114). As Stephen J. Shoe-
maker, “Christian Apocrypha,” in The Oxford Handbook of Early Christian Biblical Interpretation (ed. 
Paul M. Blowers and Peter W. Martens; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019), 285, remarks, 
“Among AELAC’s most significant collective achievements is a redefinition of the contours of Chris-
tian apocryphal literature to encompass a corpus of texts much larger than previously imagined.” 
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and who also do not use canonical aspirations as a criterion.19 Furthermore, also in line 
with Junod, we make no distinction between apocrypha based on the Old or New Testa-
ments. Indeed, with what we define as Coptic apocrypha such a distinction would be 
highly problematic, as these works more often than not combine Old and New Testament 
materials both through exegetical typology and in various other creative and often unex-
pected ways. Yet, while Junod was correct in stating that apocrypha are usually of un-
known authorship,20 the focus of the APOCRYPHA project’s definition of apocrypha does 
not use authorship as a criterion. Our focus is on reception rather than authorship, and the 
original authorship of the apocrypha under scrutiny is irrelevant for the project’s under-
standing of the function and development of apocryphal texts and traditions. Moreover, 
while pseudepigraphical author-attributions are certainly of interest in terms of their ef-
fects, this phenomenon is not a useful selection criterion.21 
 The APOCRYPHA project also follows the AELAC approach by regarding apocryphal 
works as important in themselves and not simply as a shadow or counter-canon. However, 
it is important to note that we do not treat the apocrypha as works existing entirely inde-
pendently from the canon either. Our conceptualization of apocrypha takes as its starting 
point insights from cognitive narratology and media studies into how people process mul-
tiple narratives set in a common storyworld. We thus regard apocrypha as additional build-
ing blocks for the construction of the biblical storyworld – together with the canonical 
biblical texts. From one perspective, the apocrypha can thus be regarded as supplements 
to the Bible. However, in terms of their contribution to individual readers’ understanding 
of the biblical storyworld as a whole, such supplements are not necessarily of less im-
portance than the canonical texts themselves.  
 Following David Herman, we understand storyworlds as “worlds evoked by stories,”22 
comprising such elements as “configurations of participants, objects, and places and se-
quences of states, events, and actions.”23 These worlds are evoked in people’s minds – the 

 
19 E.g., Junod, “Apocryphes du NT ou apocryphes chrétiens anciens”; Junod, “La littérature apoc-

ryphe chrétienne constitue-t-elle un objet d’études?” REA 93 (1991): 397–414; Junod, “Apocryphes du 
Nouveau Testament: Une appellation erronée et une collection artificielle. Discussion de la nouvelle 
définition proposée par W. Schneemelcher,” Apocrypha 3 (1992): 17–46; Jean-Claude Picard, Le con-
tinent apocryphe: Essai sur les littératures apocryphes juive et chrétienne (IP 36; Turnhout: Brepols, 
1999); Pierluigi Piovanelli, “What Is a Christian Apocryphal Text and How Does It Work? Some Ob-
servations on Apocryphal Hermeneutics,” NedTT 59 (2005): 31–40; cf. also the discussion in Shoe-
maker, “Early Christian Apocryphal Literature,” 531. 

20 Cf. also Rémi Gounelle, “Christian Apocryphal Literature: An Overview,” in The Apocryphal 
Acts of the Apostles in Latin Christianity: Proceedings of the First Insternational Summer School on 
Christian Apocryphal Literature (ISCAL), Strasbourg, 24–27 June 2012 (ed. Els Rose; PISSCAL 1; 
Turnhout: Brepols, 2014), 9. 

21 We are here in agreement with Shoemaker, who finds it unclear why pseudepigraphy or anony-
mous authorship should be a criterion (“Christian Apocrypha,” 286). On the significance and functions 
of pseudepigraphical attribution of Coptic apocrypha, see Hugo Lundhaug, “Pseudepigraphy and Cop-
tic Apocrypha: Authority, Authenticity, and Worldbuilding,” EC 14.4 (2023): 512–28. 

22 David Herman, Basic Elements of Narrative (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 106. 
23 David Herman, “Narrative Theory and the Cognitive Sciences,” NarrInq 11.1 (2001): 28. As 

Marie-Laure Ryan, A New Anatomy of Storyworlds: What is, What if, As if (TIN; Columbus: Ohio State 
University Press, 2022), 6, has recently noted, “Though storyworld has been used earlier by other crit-
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construction and understanding of storyworlds involve mental simulation.24 Of particular 
importance for our conceptualization of apocrypha, however, is how they can be regarded 
as additional pieces of a larger system made up of multiple texts, which all contribute to 
the construction of a common biblical storyworld. The biblical storyworld is thus a 
transnarrative (a.k.a. transfictional) world constructed on the basis of more than one nar-
rative,25 and the apocrypha are regarded as parts of the broader system of stories through 
which the biblical storyworld is created.26 This understanding of the role of apocrypha in 
relation to the biblical storyworld is also compatible with Tobias Nicklas’ definition of 
apocrypha as non-canonical texts that have the biblical canon (or other apocrypha) as their 
privileged hypotext.27 In contrast to Nicklas, however, the APOCRYPHA-project’s defi-
nition of apocrypha, which is formulated from the perspective of Cognitive narratology, 
emphasizes the contributions made by the apocrypha to the biblical storyworld as a whole. 
Our definition is connected to the concept of the biblical storyworld rather than to the 
biblical canon. 
 Our concept of apocrypha is thus very close to what Jan Dochhorn has recently formu-
lated as the definition of “Parabiblica,” in his introduction to the first volume in the 
Parabiblica series: 
Unter Parabiblica sollen hier Literaturwerke verstanden werden, die eine bereits vollständig oder 
mindestens überwiegend bestehende biblische Erzählwelt besiedeln, wie sie sich für uns in den je nach 
Kirche verschiedenen Corpora des Alten Testaments bzw. im Tenakh oder aber im Neuen Testament 
findet: Der Begriff setzt nicht notwendigerweise einen Kanon voraus, wohl aber eine autoritativ 
verstandene erzählerische Referenzenwelt.28 

While it is not based explicitly on cognitive literary theory, Dochhorn’s understanding of 
Parabiblica, just like our concept of apocrypha, is based broadly on the connection to the 
biblical storyworld, a connection that can sometimes be very close and in other cases rather 

 
ics, its current prominence is largely due to David Herman’s attempt to define the concept and to situate 
it within a cognitive framework.” 

24 On the mental simulation of the biblical storyworld, see the chapter by Lundhaug in the present 
volume as well as Lundhaug, “Total Devotion to the Storyworld: The Role of Apocrypha in Egyptian 
Monasteries,” in Technologies of Total Devotion: Emotionality, Narrativity, and Competition in An-
cient Radical Religion (ed. Jan N. Bremmer and Laura Feldt; SHAR; Leuven: Peeters), forthcoming. 

25 On transnarrativity/transfictionality, see, e.g., Richard Saint-Gelais, “Transfictionality,” in 
Routledge Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory (ed. David Herman, Manfred Jahn, and Marie-Laure 
Ryan; London: Routledge, 2005), 612–13; Saint-Gelais, Fictions transfuges: La transfictionalité et ses 
enjeux (Paris: Seuil, 2011); Marie-Laure Ryan, “Transmedial Storytelling and Transfictionality,” PT 
34.3 (2013): 361–88. It follows from this that the biblical storyworld is obviously also transauthorial, 
i.e., based on the work of multiple authors. On the transauthorial nature of such imaginary worlds, see 
Mark J. P. Wolf, Building Imaginary Worlds: The Theory and History of Subcreation (New York: 
Routledge, 2012), chapter 7. 

26 On the biblical storyworld as a complex adaptive system, see the chapter by Lundhaug in the 
present volume. 

27 Nicklas, “Semiotik – Intertextualität – Apokryphität,” esp. 74–75. The concept of hypotext used 
by Nicklas is based on Gérard Genette, Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree (trans. Channa 
Newman and Claude Doubinsky; Stages 8; Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1997). 

28 Dochhorn, “Überlegungen,” 1. 
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loose.29And like our definition of apocrypha, Dochhorn’s Parabiblica do not include ca-
nonical aspirations as a criterion, and also has no chronological boundaries. The main 
difference between our understanding of apocrypha and Dochhorn’s description of 
Parabiblica, is thus the label itself. For most intents and purposes, our understanding of 
apocrypha align with Dochhorn’s understanding of Parabiblica.30 
 Finally, while the focus of the APOCRYPHA project has been primarily on the textual 
representation of apocrypha in manuscripts, it should be noted that the narratives that are 
connected to, and give rise to, the biblical storyworld are not just represented by written 
texts in manuscripts, but also by other media such as pictorial representations, ritual en-
actment, and oral storytelling. The biblical storyworld was – and is – transmedial.31 

2. A Digital Approach to Material Philology 

In our understanding, Coptic apocrypha include all apocrypha preserved in the Coptic lan-
guage, regardless of the various possible languages of original authorship. They constitute 
as such a relatively large corpus of works attested in a sizable number of manuscripts. The 
task of analyzing this corpus is thus of such magnitude that it would hardly have been 
possible to carry it out adequately without the use of a digital database as a major research 
tool. The APOCRYPHA project has therefore established a relational database, based on 
the PostgreSQL platform,32 consisting of a number of interlinked tables containing the 
information necessary for the multifaceted work of the project. This is shown in figure 1, 
illustrating the intricacy of the database’s infrastructure. In the following, we will describe 
the main types of information contained in the most important tables, as well as the prin-
ciples and concepts behind them.  
 

 
29 See Dochhorn, “Überlegungen,” 2. 
30 See Dochhorn, “Überlegungen,” 1–17. 
31 See, e.g., Marta Boni, ed., World Building: Transmedia, Fans, Industries (TrM; Amsterdam: Am-

sterdam University Press, 2017). On the transmedia aspects of the biblical storyworld, see Lundhaug 
in the present volume. The insight that we need to take into account multiple media in the study of 
biblical and apocryphal traditions has recently been expressed also by Tobias Nicklas and the “Beyond 
Canon” project. See Nicklas, “The ‘Beyond Canon’ Project,” 1. Rather than using the concept of “trans-
media storyworlds,” Nicklas prefers the term “entangled traditions,” which he credits to Stephanie 
Hallinger, another member of the “Beyond Canon” project. Furthermore, the North American Society 
for the Study of Christian Apocryphal Literature (NASSCAL) website often includes art and icono-
graphical witnesses in their entries for individual apocrypha and has separate virtual collections for 
“Manuscripta apocryphorum” and “Materiae apocryphorum” (see www.nasscal.com). 

32 https://www.postgresql.org/. 
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Importantly, the data model of the APOCRYPHA database is firmly based on a distinction 
between works, texts, and manuscripts, a tripartite division that is based on the founda-
tional work of Paul Zumthor.33 Due to the fluidity inherent in the textual transmission of 
literature in a manuscript culture,34 Zumthor pointed out that the work as such only exists 
as an abstraction based on multiple, often quite different, concrete texts that instantiate it 
in materially attested manuscripts.35 Moreover, following the principles of Material Phi-
lology (a.k.a. New Philology),36 all apocryphal works in the APOCRYPHA database are 

 
33 Paul Zumthor, Essai de poétique médiévale (Paris: Seuil, 1972); translated into English as Toward 

a Medieval Poetics (trans. Philip Bennett; Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992). 
34 On textual fluidity see Hugo Lundhaug, “An Illusion of Textual Stability: Textual Fluidity, New 

Philology, and the Nag Hammadi Codices,” in Snapshots of Evolving Traditions: Jewish and Christian 
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