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Chapter 1

The Acts of Thekla

What can I say to you about Thekla? ... She is so well known,
everywhere and by everyone.

Gregory of Nazianzus, Carm. 1.2.10.916

A. Introduction

Stories about Thekla of Iconium are arguably the most famous and influential ac-
counts of an early Christian woman and have inspired — and troubled - people for
generations. Average Christian believers have been captivated by her stories for
millennia, from women in North Africa in the late second century, to believers in
Antioch in Syria in the sixth century, and even until today in places like Maaloula,
Syria, Tarragona, Spain, and Sarajevo, Bosnia - all three of which preserve active
cults around her various relics.! Bishops, clergy, and those others with ability (and
privilege) to speak and write about Thekla at various times and places were equally
captivated by her, if not also troubled and challenged by her popularity, authority,
and ambiguity.? Even Roman emperors found Thekla compelling and claimed to have

1 On these modern cultic receptions of Thekla see A. Poujeau, “Monasteries, Politics, and Social
Memory: Revival of the Greek Orthodox Church of Antioch in Syria during the Twentieth Century,”
in Eastern Christians in Anthropological Perspective (eds. C. Hahn and H. Goltz; Berkeley: Univer-
sity of California Press, 2010), 177-92; R. Goshgarian, “The Arm of St. Thecla between Armenia
and Aragon: Bodilessness, Placelessness, Diplomacy, and the Reliquary Trade,” in Sacred Spaces
and Urban Networks (eds. S. Yalman and A. Hilal Ugurlu; Istanbul: Kog University Research Center,
2019), 129-46. The contemporary cult of Thekla at Tarragona and its relationship to the Armenian
reception of Acts of Thekla has been studied by V. Calzolari, “Une traduction latine médiévale de la
légende arménienne de Thecle et la translation du bras de la sainte de '’Arméno-Cilicie a Tarragone en
1321,” Analecta Bollandiana 123 (2005): 349-67 and in several subsequent studies. See also J. Amen-
gual i Batle, “The Cult of the Female Proto-Martyr and Apostle Saint Thecla in Hispania,” in TPDS,
240-82; M. Pérez Martinez, “Sancta Virgo Thecla. The Origins of the Cult of Thecla in Tarragona,”
in TPDS, 304-26. To my knowledge, the devotion to Thekla at the Church of the Archangels Michael
and Gabriel in Sarajevo, where a relic of her hand was purportedly brought by the Serbian St. Sava,
has never been studied.

2 The earliest of these is Tertullian of Carthage, who wrote about Thekla’s (negative, in his view)
influence on female religious authority in North Africa. See A. Hilhorst, “Tertullian on the Acts of
Paul,” in AAPT, 150-63; M. B. Mclnerney, Eloquent Virgins from Thecla to Joan of Arc (New York:
Palgrave MacMillan, 2003), 15-45; J. W. Barrier, “A Cainite Invocation of Thecla? The Reception of
the Acts of Paul in North Africa as Exemplified in Tertullian’s de Baptismo,” in TMS, 35-60. Thekla
was revered in Cappadocia by people like Basil and Gregory of Nyssa — whose sister Macrina had the
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been visited by her in dreams.? It is difficult to find a part of the Mediterranean, North
African, or Middle Eastern worlds that was not impacted in some way by stories of
Thekla.

Scholars have, in their own ways, been equally obsessed with Thekla, though
perhaps for different reasons than ancient readers and devotees. Of particular interest
for post modernity has been Thekla’s prominence as a woman and what she can (or
cannot) reveal about the actual lives and experiences of women in antiquity.* In the
last several decades, scholars have painstakingly assessed this issue among others and
postured themselves in various ways, and all the while Thekla and her stories have
remained central in the discourse. I have no intention here to recapitulate or critique
studies of Thekla’s gender, as this has been done adequately (and recently) by others,’
though I will return to some important ideas related to Thekla and gender in late
antiquity later. It is sufficient simply to summarize that the popularity of, intrigue by,
and fascination with Thekla has remained constant from the second century to today.
Indeed, the present volume is in part reflective of my own fascination with Thekla and
her stories and all the wonderous complexities that accompany them.

secret name “Thecla” (cf. M. Girardi, Basilio di Caesarea e il culto dei martiri nel IV secolo: Scrittura e
Tradizione [Bari: Universita di Bari, 1990]) -, and Gregory of Nazianzus. See, . g., L. Hayne, “Thecla
and the Church Fathers,” Vigiliae Christianae 48.3 (1994): 209-18; M. Pesthy, “Thecla in the Fathers
of the Church,” in AAPT, 164-78; M. Moreschini, “The Cult of Thecla in Cappadocia,” in TPDS, 1-16;
A. Narro, Tecla de Iconio: La santa ideal, un ideal de santa (Rhemata Monografias 6; Tarragona: Rhe-
mata, 2021), 99-155.

3 C.dell'Osso, “Thecla in Visions: the Case of Zeno,” in TPDS, 17-31.

4 A more positive view was adopted in major studies by S. L. Davies, The Revolt of the Widows:
The Social World of the Apocryphal Acts (Illinois: Southern Illinois University Press, 1980);
D.R. MacDonald, The Legend and the Apostle: The Battle for Paul in Story and Canon (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1983); V. Burrus, Chastity as Autonomy: Women in the Stories of the Apocryphal Acts
(Lewiston: Edwin Mellen, 1987). As a corrective to this positivistic view, see K. Cooper, The Virgin
and the Bride: Idealized Womanhood in Late Antiquity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1999) and S. Matthews, “Thinking of Thecla: Issues in Feminist Historiography,” Journal of Feminist
Studies in Religion 17.2 (2001): 39-55. Some scholars still maintain that there is much to be gained
of an authentic female perspective in the Acts of Thekla. See, e. g., A. B. Merz, “New’ Woman? Bruce
W. Winters These und ihre Rezeption in der exegetischen Diskussion kritisch beleuchtet,” in Frauen
im antiken Judentum und frithen Christentum (eds. J. Frey and N. Rupschus; WUNT 2.489; Tiibingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 209-34; eadem, “Gendered Power and the Power of Genre in the Debate
about Women’s Roles in the Pastoral Letters and the Acts of Paul,” in Power in the New Testament
(eds. P.G.R. de Villiers and A. B. Merz; Leuven: Peeters, 2021), 173-94. Merz and others maintain
there is much to be learned from the debates over Paul and his views expressed about women in his
letters, especially about what such debates reveal regarding perspectives of and even from women
in antiquity. See also the essays in R.S. Kraemer and M. R. D’Angelo, Women and Christian Origins
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).

> See, e.g., ]. W. Barrier, APT, 45-47; G. E. Snyder, Acts of Paul: The Formation of a Pauline Corpus
(WUNT 2/352; Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2013), esp. 105-37, who provides an excellent discussion of
scholarship regarding the classification of Acts of Thekla; J. W. Barrier, “The Acts of Paul and Thecla:
the Historiographical Context,” in TPDS, 327-50; Narro, Tecla de Iconio, 33-97. Especially helpful for
this particular discussion is the brief essay by K. Cooper, “Afterword,” in TMS, 318-28.
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Despite all the many things that could (and should) be discussed and studied regard-
ing Thekla and the Acts of Thekla (ATh),% the present study has as its focus the wider
reception of Thekla and stories about her in the Syriac-speaking/reading traditions.
A linguistic and geographic focus on Syriac traditions is easily defensible, at the very
least because, at a philological level, the Syriac version of the ATh is one of the earliest
extant versions, and is undoubtedly the earliest extant complete version of the story,
having survived in two manuscripts from the sixth century.” Despite a Syriac text and
translation having been published by William Wright in 1871, the Syriac version of
ATh has played almost no role in the modern studies of Thekla, her cult, or the text
of the ATh. To illustrate this point, we can consider the scant, pithy mentions of the
Syriac evidence in the two most prominent editions of the Christian apocrypha in
English, both of which relied entirely on the reconstructed Greek text of Lipsius:

Schneemelcher?®: “The Acta Pauli et Theclae were edited by Lipsius [...] on the basis of 11 Greek
manuscripts as well as Latin, Syriac, Slavic and Arabic versions [...] Important are the Latin
translations, of which according to O. von Gebhardt [...] there were at least four, independent
of one another [...] The relation of the witnesses to one another and the value of the individual
versions probably requires a fresh investigation. Lipsius’ text is frequently in need of correction.
In this respect a special significance attaches to the Coptic version [...] even if it is not of itself
decisive.”

Elliott®: “Lipsius-Bonnet based their edition on eleven Greek manuscripts, but over forty are
now known to be extant. There are manuscripts of separate Latin translations that, according
to von Gebhardt, represent an independent tradition. Syriac, Armenian, Slavonic, and perhaps
Arabic versions also survive. Since the publication of Lipsius-Bonnet’s edition, parts of the text
of the Acts of Paul and Thecla are to be found in P. Heid. [...] the Antinoopolis fragment, P. Oxy.
6, and the Fackelmann papyrus.”

Aside from the fact that Elliott’s description of the textual state of the ATh is very
similar to Schneemelcher, it is noteworthy that both specifically draw attention to
the Latin traditions and the fragmentary Coptic version preserved in the Heidelberg
manuscript. To be sure, both the Latin and Coptic versions of ATh are extremely
important and deserve more study. However, it is lamentable that both of these pop-
ular editions of Christian apocrypha say almost nothing about the Syriac version,

6 Throughout this volume I use the generic title “Acts of Thekla” even though this title actually
never appears in any Syriac manuscript (see Chapter 2). This is the most commonly known title for
the story, and I use it here out of convenience.

7 Perhaps an earlier extant version is the Coptic version found in the Heidlberg papyrus (= Cop-
tic!), which may date to the sixth century (cf. C. Schmidt, Acta Pauli aus der Heidelberger koptischen
Papyrushandschrift Nr.1 [Hildesheim: G. Olms, 1965], 3-20). This manuscript, however, is highly
fragmentary and contains several large lacunae in the text. There is also a fourth century Coptic
fragment (= Copt2) which was edited by R. Kasser and P. Luisier, “Le Bodmer XLI en Edition Princeps
Iépisode d’Ephese des Acta Pauli en Copte et en Traduction,” Le Muséon 117 (2004): 281-384, but
this only contains the Ephesus episode and may or may not have also included the Acts of Thekla.

8 W. Schneemelcher, “Acts of Paul” in New Testament Apocrypha, vol.2 (ed. W. Schneemelcher;
trans. R. McL. Wilson; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1989), 217.

9 J.K. Elliott, The Apocryphal New Testament: A Collection of Apocryphal Christian Literature in
English Translation Based on M. R. James (Oxford: Clarendon, 1993), 353.
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nor do they provide any textual variants in their translations, despite having access to
Wright’s text and translation since 1871. Indeed, one could argue that the real culprit
in this overt disregard of the Syriac version is Lipsius, who, although he occasionally
cited Syriac variants, seems never to afford them any kind of significance other than
as mere variant readings.'?

The distinct neglect of the Syriac version unfortunately has been carried over into
the research on ATh. In his 2009 commentary on ATh, Jeremy Barrier relegates the
Syriac version only to a list of versions; much like Schneemelcher, Barrier occasion-
ally acknowledges the priority of the Coptic Heidelberg version over the Greek manu-
scripts but does not afford the same consideration to the Syriac.!! Richard Pervo’s
2014 commentary is slightly better in this regard. Pervo highlights the importance
of the Syriac evidence regarding other parts of the Acts of Paul, especially 3 Corin-
thians, but he says comparatively little about the Syriac ATh, once again prioritizing
the Coptic evidence in comparison with the Greek.!? In study after study of ATh,
scholars rely almost entirely on the Greek text reconstructed by Lipsius and rarely, if
ever, mention the Syriac version.

The 2001 monograph of Stephen Davis in some ways broke the pattern of scholar-
ship on ATh and Thekla by prioritizing the reception history of Thekla devotion.
Davis went beyond the “original text” of ATh in its second century context and
explored how stories of Thekla developed and influenced Christian cultures in late
antiquity. To demonstrate this, however, Davis focused on two geographical regions,
Asia Minor and Egypt, passing over the Syrian regions entirely. In some ways, this
decision made sense: the cultic epicenter of Thekla devotion resides in Seleukeia (in
southern Asia Minor) and a great deal of iconographic, literary, and artistic traces
of Thekla devotion in Egypt have survived. Davis thus sensibly chose to narrow his
focus to Asia and Egypt and produced one of the most helpful and lasting studies of
Thekla and her stories to date. Nevertheless, the lacuna of Syria and Syriac evidence
in the monograph is glaring.'?

10 See, e.g., the mention in ATh 33 of the prayer of Thekla in the arena, which does not occur
in any Greek manuscript. See Lipsius and Bonnet, AAA, 259. This is the only major variant from the
Syriac mentioned by Lipsius, who often misses places where the Latin and Syriac align against the
Greek. This is striking, given that Lipsius mentions the primacy of the Syriac version in his intro-
duction (p. CV). To my knowledge, Lipsius could not read Syriac and was dependent on Wright’s
translation and notes.

I For example, Barrier supplies Coptic readings at ATh 23 (cf. Barrier, Acts of Paul and Thecla,
128 notes 8 and 10).

12 To his credit, Pervo references the Syriac in comparison to the Greek in a few places. See, e. g.,
R.1. Pervo, The Acts of Paul: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (Cambridge:
James Clarke, 2014), 127-30.

13 Davis, Cult of St. Thecla, vi claims that only in Asia Minor and Egypt “does archaeological,
artistic, and literary evidence provide enough context for a ‘thick’ description of communities and
practices connected with Thecla devotion.” Davis is probably correct about this, but as my analysis in
this book shows, the Syriac manuscripts of ATh provide important glimpses into Thekla devotion in
the Syrian context, a data set that Davis does not consider in his study.
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In some ways, this treatment of Syriac evidence is a byproduct of the domains in
which the study of early Christian literature tends to take place. For the most part,
the apocryphal acts of apostles have been studied by those trained in Classics and
Classical Philology, disciplines that prioritize Greek and Latin as “Mediterranean lan-
guages.”!* Syriac language and literature have often been neglected or marginalized
as “late” or “derivative” of “earlier” Greek/Latin “originals.” The present volume aims
to correct this marginalization: the Syriac manuscripts contain the earliest extant
complete copies of Thekla’s story. There exists no Greek manuscript containing the
entirety of ATh that dates prior to the tenth century. The earliest Coptic fragments of
Acts of Paul date to the fourth century, but do not contain any part of Thekla’s story.
By contrast, there are two Syriac manuscripts from the sixth century - one of which is
entirely complete, the other mostly complete —, one from the late seventh century, one
from the eighth century, and one from the tenth century. In other words, the Syriac
manuscripts boast the earliest complete textual evidence for the ATh. It is past time for
a careful study of this version.

Not too long after Davis published his monograph, Catherine Burris and Lucas
Van Rompay began to fill this lacuna with two articles on Thekla in Syriac.!> These
are the two most cited articles on ATh in Syriac in subsequent literature, though
each article is only a few pages long. In their first essay, they state that their aim is to
“present some preliminary data that may contribute to a future comprehensive study
of the cult of Thecla in Syriac Christianity.”!® The present volume is my attempt to
answer this call for such a comprehensive study. In what follows, I will first give a
brief history of the study of ATh and Thekla in Syriac, followed by a discussion of
the significance for studying the Syriac version within the history of scholarship on
Thekla more generally. I will then present the scope and intentions of the present

14 Tt is characteristic within scholarship on the apocryphal acts of apostles to compare them to
the ancient Greek and Latin novels and such comparison must entail philological analysis and com-
parison, which typically narrows the interests of researchers to texts written in the same languages. In
the case of the Acts of Paul and/or Acts of Thekla, this is the approach in several foundational works.
E.g., R. Séder, Die apokryphen Apostelgeschichten und die romanhafte Literatur der Antike (Stuttgart:
Kohlhammer, 1932); T. Haag, The Novel in Antiquity (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983), 154-62;
R.F. Hock, J. B. Chance, and J. Perkins, eds., Ancient Fiction and Early Christian Narrative (Atlanta:
Scholars Press, 1998); Cooper, Virgin and Bride, 20-44; Barrier, APT, 1-21. The study by S. E. Hylen,
A Modest Apostle: Thecla and the History of Women in the Early Church (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2015), compares Thekla to women within the Greco-Roman context, situating her study in
the second century setting. This comparison is also characteristic of the later Life and Miracles of
Thekla, e.g., A. Narro, “The Influence of the Greek Novel on the Life and Miracles of Saint Thecla,”
Byzantinische Zeitschrift 109.1 (2016): 71-94. In a more generic application to the apocryphal acts,
see, e. g., D. Konstan, “Reunion and Regeneration: Narrative Patterns in Ancient Greek Novels and
Christian Acts,” in Fiction on the Fringe: Novelistic Writing in the Post-Classical Age (ed. G.A. Karla;
Mnemosyne 310; Leiden: Brill, 2009), 105-20.

15 C.Burris and L. Van Rompay, “Thecla in Syriac Christianity: Preliminary Observations,”
Hugoye: Journal of Syriac Studies 5.2 (2002): 225-36; C. Burris and L. Van Rompay, “Some Further
Notes on Thecla in Syriac Christianity,” Hugoye: Journal of Syriac Studies 6.2 (2009): 337-42.

16 Burris and Van Rompay, “Thecla in Syriac Christianity,” 226.
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study by providing an overview of the methods employed and how I envision this
book to be used by readers.

B. Thekla in Syriac: A Brief History

In 1871, the British Orientalist William Wright published a selection of Apocryphal
Acts of Apostles in Syriac. His collection contained a Syriac recalibration of the Greek
Acts of John entitled The History of John the Son of Zebedee,'” followed by a Syriac
translation of the Metastasis of John,'® an original Syriac text the History of Philip,'
a Syriac translation of the Acts of Andrew and Matthias,>° a Syriac translation of the
Acts of Thekla, and what Wright referred to as the “gem” of his collection, the Syriac
version of the Acts of Thomas.2! With the exception of the Acts of Thomas, it has only
been in recent years that these Syriac texts have been studied in their own right — only
the Acts of Andrew and Matthias, from Wright’s collection, has yet to be edited from
the Syriac and Garshuni versions.??

Wright says nothing about the reception or importance of ATh in the Syriac tradi-
tions but was primarily interested in the text for philological purposes. In fact, this
seems to have been his interest for all of the texts in the volume. His thoughts on the
“derivative” nature of the History of John were likely applicable to all the texts in his
collection: “These Acts, which are obviously translated from the Greek, being of com-
paratively late date, and to all appearance destitute of any historical basis, are chiefly
valuable from the linguistic point of view.”> Wright thus thought the texts were of
little value beyond comparing them to their Greek Vorlagen. He admitted elsewhere

17-See J. A. Lollar, The History of John the Son of Zebedee: Introduction, Texts and Translations
(Texts from Christian Late Antiquity 56; Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2020).

18 On the Greek tradition see E.Junod and J.-D. Kaestli, Acta Iohannis (CCSA 1; Turnhout:
Brepols, 1981), 317-43. Junod and Kaestli discuss multiple versions of the Metastasis of John in Greek
and even provide a Coptic version, but appear not to address the Syriac version edited by Wright.

19 Cf. A.Baumstark, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur, mit Ausschluss der christlich-palis-
tinensischen Texte (Bonn: Marcus and Webers, 1922), 68; M. van Esbroeck, “Les Actes syriaques
de Philippe a Charthagene en version arabe,” Oriens Chrétienne 79 (1995): 120-45; F. Ruani and
E. Villey, “Recherches sur la transmission manuscrite syriaque de I’Histoire de Philippe,” in Manu-
scripta Syriaca: Des sources de premiére main (eds. F. Briquel Chatonnet and M. Debié; Cahiers
d’études syriaques 4; Paris: Geuthner, 2015), 385-420; R.A. Kitchen, “The History of Philip,” in
MNTA 2.293-315.

20 See the essays in J. N. Bremmer, ed., The Apocryphal Acts of Andrew (Studies in the Apocryphal
Acts of the Apostles 5; Leuven: Peeters, 2000).

2l For Wright’s comment see Wright, AAAS, ixiii. Wright’s text of the Acts of Thomas remains the
standard Syriac text, though a fifth/sixth century fragment of the text was discovered in some folios
of the undertext of the so-called Sinai Palimpsest (Sinai syr. 30). See especially the recent essay by the
late P.-H. Poirier, “Vers une édition des Actes syriaque de Thomas,” Apocrypha 33 (2022): 185-218.

22 For a list of the manuscripts (with need of some updating) see N. J. Hardy, “Acts of Andrew and
Matthias.” e-Clavis: Christian Apocrypha. Accessed 3 April 2024. https://www.nasscal.com/e-clavis-
christian-apocrypha/acts-of-andrew-and-matthias/.

23 Wright, AAAS, lix.


https://www.nasscal.com/e-clavis-christian-apocrypha/acts-of-andrew-and-matthias/
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that he was a philologist and made no claims to being an expert in Syriac history and
culture.? Still, his comments on the value of these texts has been influential on their
later reception.

Notwithstanding Wright’s admitted interests, it is fascinating that he inadvertently
stumbled upon an ancient trend. These apocryphal texts were composed/translated
at a very early period in Syriac literarization.?® In particular, the History of John, the
Acts of Thekla, and the Acts of Thomas all appear in manuscripts of the fifth and sixth
centuries and all three were known in Syriac no later than the fifth century.?® These
texts thus form part of the foundations of Syriac literary culture and offer glimpses
of the developments of distinct Syriac perspectives.” Wright admitted that his work
constituted only the beginning of the analysis and textual criticism of these narratives
and saw his own work in relation to his erudite predecessor William Cureton. For his
part, Cureton saw the importance of such “apocryphal” stories in Syriac. They were
related (as Cureton’s subtitle for his own collection states) to the earliest establishment
of Christianity in Edessa and the neighboring countries.?®

Although Wright did not know it at the time — or at least left no indication that he
knew - his collection of apocrypha actually mirrors collections that have survived in
several (mostly modern) East Syriac manuscripts.?’ These manuscripts contain many
of the same texts as each other, but also some of the same texts Wright included in his
collection, such as the History of John, the Acts of Thomas, and the Acts of Thekla.*
Syriac scribes across time and ecclesiastical boundaries tended to group apostolic
acts in the manuscripts - much as Cureton and Wright grouped them together into
modern, scholarly editions. In a somewhat ironic twist, William Wright (and before
him William Cureton) was himself participating in a well-established Syriac scribal
habit of grouping apostolic apocrypha together in a bound volume.*!

24 See his comments in the preface to W. Cureton, Ancient Syriac Documents Relative to the
Earliest Establishment of Christianity in Edessa and the Neighboring Countries (London: Williams
and Norgate, 1864).

25 Cf. A.Rigolio, “Syriac,” in How Literature Begins: A Global History (eds. J.B.Lande and
D. Feeney; Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2021), 167-90.

26 The History of John appears in the fifth century St. Petersburg sir. ms. 04; the Acts of Thomas
in the fifth/sixth century undertext of Sinai syr. 30; the Acts of Thekla in the sixth century mss Deir
al-Surian syr. 06 and BL Add. 14652.

27 E.g., Rigolio, “Syriac,” 177 writes of the Acts of Thomas: “the Acts of Thomas ... is an instance
of Acts of the Apostles composed in Syriac and narrating the missionary travels of the apostle Thomas
to India, at the same time offering important glimpses into the Edessenes’ perceptions of Roman and
Parthian imperial powers.”

28 See Cureton, Ancient Syriac Documents.

29 These are, among others, ms Trichur, Chaldean Syrian Church, Syr. 9 (1615) and Vat. sir. 597
(17th cent.).

30" On these manuscripts and their shared features, see J. Edward Walters, “Digitized Manuscripts
and the Preservation of Material Culture: Syriac Manuscript ACK213 as a Case Study,” in Material
Apocrypha: Ten Studies (eds. J. E. Spittler and R. M. Calhoun; Sheffield: Equinox, forthcoming).

31 1 recently presented on this very phenomenon for the SBL Christian Apocrypha and Syriac
Studies joint session (San Antionio, TX 2023): “Ancient Syriac Documents: Apocrypha and History
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Wright’s text of ATh is based on four manuscripts he consulted from the British
Library (see the next chapter). The main text was copied from BL Add. 14652 and
filled in by the other manuscripts where lacunae occurred. Aside from referring to
the Greek edition of ATh by Tischendorf - the only version available to Wright in
1871 -, he offers no clear insights into the text, its history, or reception. In 1900, Agnes
Smith Lewis found another copy of ATh in the upper text of the famous Sinai Pal-
impsest. She did not record the entire text, but simply listed variants in comparison to
Wright’s edition.>? Aside from the meager references to Wright’s edition noted above
(no mention is made of Lewis by Schneemelcher or Elliott), the Syriac version of ATh
remained unstudied and ignored until the early years of the twenty-first century.

The two essays by Burris and Van Rompay brought the Syriac of ATh back into view.
Since the study by Davis had ignited a renewed interest into the reception of Thekla
and stories about her, and since Davis paid no attention to the Syriac evidence, Burris
and Van Rompay’s brief studies became vitually the only source of information about
the reception of ATh in Syriac. In 2005, an exceptional volume on Les apocryphes syr-
iaques appeared in the Paris-based “Etudes syriaques” series, edited by Muriel Debié,
Alain Desreumaux, and Christelle and Florence Jullien. In his contribution on the
apocryphal acts of apostles, Desreumaux remarks about ATh in Syriac:

On possede en syriaque une traduction des textes grecs des Actes de Paul et Thecle dont les rela-
tions avec la version arménienne constituent un bon exemple de la circulation, de la diffusion et
del'usage des rédactions et versions d’'une oeuvre apocryphe dans le Proche-Orient chrétien[.]3

The importance of the Syriac ATh and its connection with the Armenian version to
which Desreumaux alludes has been a major topic in the works of Valentina Calzolari,
who published a critical edition of the Armenian ATh (among other Thekla stories)
with an Ttalian translation in 2017.3* Calzolari provides a comprehensive treatment
of the Syriac evidence, though it is in the context of comparison with the Armenian
version, which itself is a translation of the Syriac.3> With her focus on the Armenian,
Calzolari does not discuss any of the reception of Thekla and her stories in Syriac,

in Antiquity and Modern Scholarship.” This basic observation is important for my project “Syriac
Manuscripts and the Construction of Culture” as part of my British Academy International Fellow-
ship (Durham University, 2024-2027).

32 A. Smith Lewis, Select Narratives of Holy Women from the Syro-Antiochene or Sinai Palimpsest
(Studia Sinaitica IX; London: C.J. Clay, 1900). Lewis does not mention Thekla in her brief intro-
duction, but also does not speak very approvingly of the stories of women overall. See p. vi: “Although
these ‘Select Narratives’ cannot pretend to much value when compared with the ancient Gospel-text
which underlies them, and which has been preserved for their sakes alone during eleven centuries,
and though it would be a difficult task to sift through the few grains of historical truth which they
contain from their bushels of imaginative chaff, they are not without some literary beauty.”

#* A. Desreumaux, “Les apocryphes apostoliques,” in Les apocryphes syriaques (eds. M. Debié,
A. Desreumausx, C. Jullien, and F. Jullien; Etudes syriaques 2; Paris: Geuthner, 2005), 71-95, here 83.

3% V. Calzolari, Apocrypha Armeniaca I: Acta Pauli et Theclae. Prodigia Theclae. Martyrium Pauli
(CCSA 20; Turnhout: Brepols, 2017).

35 See Calzolari, Apocrypha Armeniaca, 171-87. See also the excursus discussion in Chapter 3
below.
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though both Desreumaux and Calzolari afford great significance to the Syriac ATh
especially in terms of its relationship to the Armenian version.

The only existing study of the reception of ATh and Thekla in Syriac is the doctoral
thesis of Catherine Burris, completed in 2010, but unpublished.3¢ This study’s central
focus is not on the text of ATh so much, but it contains crucial insights into how Syr-
iac speaking/reading Christians read ATh and interacted with it. Moreover, although
Burris made no attempt at producing a critical edition of the text, her observations of
the translation profile from Greek to Syriac have been influential on my own analysis.
Much of the present volume is indebted to Burris’s work.

Ultimately, Desreumaux is correct in his observation that the Syriac ATh offers a
glimpse into the diffusion and use of apocryphal works in Syria, Mesopotamia, and
the wider Near East. Moreover, the Syriac version has much to contribute to the dis-
cussion of Thekla devotion and the reception of Thekla and stories about her in late
antiquity writ large. It is worth dwelling on a few issues that have occupied scholar-
ship on Thekla in the last few decades with the purpose of showing how the Syriac
version impacts the scholarship on these issues. In what follows, I will assess briefly
what I believe to be the more salient aspects of discussions of Thekla as they relate to
the Syriac version of the Acts of Thekla, including: 1) the lives and experiences of early
Christian women; 2) gender, gender fluidity, and transvestitism; 3) violence, abuse,
and power; and 4) the scriptural canon.

1. Early Christian Women and the Acts of Thekla

Scholars of the 1980s and 1990s drew attention to Thekla’s status as an early Chris-
tian heroine. In many ways, these studies were driven by the famous section from
Tertullian of Carthage’s De baptismo, where he speaks against the authorship of the
Acts of Paul in order to discredit the story of Thekla, which had evidently inspired
women to preach and baptize.?” Tertullian’s complaints about women have been
taken as evidence for organized groups of women evangelizers, who themselves may
have authored, read, and disseminated Thekla’s story.>® The Acts of Thekla thus were
considered a glimpse — however bleak - into the lives of early Christian women.*

36 C. Burris, “The Reception of the Acts of Thecla in Syriac Christianity: Translation, Collection,
and Reception” (PhD Diss., University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2010). In private correspon-
dence in 2019, Dr. Burris informed me that she intended to publish her dissertation in a modified
form, but this has yet to be published to my knowledge.

37 See most recently McInerney, Eloquent Virgins, 15-45; Barrier, “Cainite Invocation of Thecla?”
35-60.

38 See, e. g., Davies, Revolt of the Widows, 129: “The [apocryphal] Acts, if they are what remain
of a burst of creativity among Christian women of very early times, are valuable for our time. They
appear to have been a striving by Christian women for both a mode of self-expression and a way to
preach rebellion for the sake of continence.”

39 See, e. g., MacDonald, Legend and the Apostle; Burrus, Chastity as Autonomy.
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These ideas were challenged by some groundbreaking studies that reoriented the
question of what can be known about early Christian women from such texts as ATh.
These stories tell not about women and women’s experiences, but rather about the
men who wrote about women and their preoccupations with women’s behavior and,
especially, their bodies.*® Often, it was male scribes who copied these texts and altered
them in distinct ways. The Acts of Thekla thus is less likely to provide a glimpse into
ancient female lives than it is a glimpse of ancient male ideologies of femaleness.

The Syriac ATh is no exception to the rule that scribes, translators, copyists,
and authors often introduced variants into stories, intervening in their tellings to
(de)emphasize any elements according to personal preference. The reception his-
tory of a text like ATh permits a broader view of the kinds of interventions that took
place over time and, in the case of translations into languages that operated in distinct
geographical regions, it allows us to contextualize these interventions. Recently, Kate
Cooper clarified that her earlier work on Thekla was not arguing that no “real” women
could be found in these texts, but rather that “the voice of early storytellers, if it can
indeed be traced, is distorted by the layering of other, later voices in the text,”#! such
as the Syriac. Elisabeth Esch-Wermeling has argued that within the AT itself Thekla’s
character is unstable and the two major episodes (in Iconium and Antioch) appear
to have “unterschiedliche soziale und religiose Kontexte.”#? She further points to the
fact that, in the reception of Thekla between text and iconography, her depiction is
even further destabilized so that her image is constantly reframed and it is difficult (if
not impossible) to get back to an “original,” or “real” Thekla, only the product of the
authors, scribes, translators, and copyists - most of whom were male.*?

As will become clear throughout the present study, analysis of the Syriac manu-
scripts of ATh allow us to glimpse the processes and dynamics of translating, trans-
mitting, and transforming Thekla and her story for a distinct, Syriac-reading/
speaking audience. Whether or not we can learn anything about a “historical Thekla”
or the “real” life of a second-century Christian woman aside, the Syriac manuscripts
(and the wider Syriac reception of Thekla) have a great deal to say about how real,
historical women were devoted to Thekla. Copies of her story were owned and read
by real women who wrote their names in the manuscripts. Female devotees of Thekla
have existed in Syria at least from the time of Severus of Antioch (sixth century) until
even today in at the Convent of Thekla at Maaloula. While there are still massive gaps

40 Cf. the substantive critique of their approaches in J.-D. Kaestli, “Fiction littéraire et réalité
sociale: que peut-on savoir de la place des femmes dans le milieu de production des Actes apocryphes
des apdtres?” Apocrypha 1 (1990): 279-302, who argues that there are insufficient grounds for fem-
inist readings of the apocryphal acts of apostles. See alternative critiques by Cooper, Virgin and the
Bride; Matthews, “Thinking of Thecla.”

41 K. Cooper, “Afterword,” in TMS, 318-28, here 320.

42 E. Esch-Wermeling, Thekla — Paulusschiilerin wider willen? Strategien der leserlenkung in den
Theklaakten (Neutestamentliche Abhandlungen 53; Miinster: Aschendorff, 2008), 299.

43 Esch-Wermeling, Thekla - Paulusschiilerin wider willen? 308-10.
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