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Preface

The monastic provenance of the Nag Hammadi Codices is a topic that has 
been at the back of our minds for a number of years while researching the Nag 
Hammadi texts. In light of an increasing tendency in scholarship to dismiss the 
monastic Sitz im Leben for this fascinating collection of early Christian codices, 
we both felt the need to examine the evidence more closely from as many angles 
as possible, and to assess the various alternatives. Research for this book thus 
began in early 2013 as an attempt to co-write an article on the topic, but the work 
quickly grew well beyond the boundaries of an article, and it became clear to 
us that it would require the kind of detailed treatment that only a book allows.

The composition of this book has taken place within the research project New 
Contexts for Old Texts: Unorthodox Texts and Monastic Manuscript Culture in 
Fourth- and Fifth-Century Egypt (NEWCONT), a five-year endeavor funded by 
a Starting Grant from the European Research Council (ERC) awarded to Hugo 
Lundhaug in 2011, and hosted at the University of Oslo’s Faculty of Theology for 
the period of 2012–2016.1 It is this generous ERC funding that has facilitated the 
close collaboration that resulted in this book, and for that we are deeply grateful.

There are indeed many colleagues and institutions that deserve thanks for 
their help and support. We would first of all like to thank the other members of 
the NEWCONT project, postdoctoral research fellow Christian Bull and PhD-
students Kristine Toft Rosland and Paula Tutty, for their inspiring collaboration 
and conversations. The Faculty of Theology with its former and current deans 
Trygve Wyller and Aud Tønnesen, as well as its head librarian, Svein-Helge 
Birkeflet, also deserve gratitude for wholeheartedly supporting the project.

Special recognition is due to René Falkenberg, Michael Williams, Ingvild Sælid 
Gilhus, Christian Bull, Paula Tutty, and Christian Askeland for proof-reading, 
commenting upon, and improving drafts of the chapters. Each of them has signif-
icantly enhanced the quality of the book. Thanks also to Paula Tutty for putting 
together the index of modern authors. We would also like to thank the chief the-
ology editor at Mohr Siebeck, Henning Ziebritzki, the series editors, Christoph 
Markschies, Christian Wildberg, and Martin Walraff, and the production team, 
Susanne Mang and Martin Fischer, for their careful, patient, and detailed efforts.

1 The NEWCONT project is funded by the ERC under the European Community’s Seventh 
Framework Programme (FP7/2007–2013) / ERC Grant agreement no 283741.



We have also profited a great deal from our collaboration and conversation 
with our friends and colleagues who participated in the NEWCONT conferenc-
es and workshops between 2012 and 2014, especially René Falkenberg, Stephen 
Emmel, Ingvild Sælid Gilhus, Christian Askeland, Alin Suciu, Dylan Burns, 
Christoph Markschies, Lillian Larsen, Samuel Rubenson, Louis Painchaud, 
Philip Sellew, Blossom Stefaniw, Richard Layton, Ulla Tervahauta, Julio Cesar 
Dias Chaves, Tilde Bak Halvgaard, David Tibet, Katrine Brix, Liv Ingeborg 
Lied, Alexandros Tsakos, Brent Nongbri, Eric Crégheur, Jesper Hyldahl, and 
(in absentia) James E. Goehring.

Research for this book has also benefited from our tour of archaeological sites 
and Coptic monasteries throughout Egypt in May 2014, in both the Eastern 
Desert and the Nile valley, from Luxor to Alexandria. The visit proved to be 
highly illuminating for our understanding of the region’s geography and terrain, 
especially with regard to the Dishna plain and the area around the Jabal al-Tarif 
where the Nag Hammadi Codices were discovered. We would like to thank our 
traveling companions in Egypt, first and foremost Samuel Rubenson, who organ-
ized and led the trip in connection with his research project Early Monasticism 
and Classical Paideia (MOPAI) at Lund University, along with members of his 
research team, Lillian Larsen, Jesper Blid Kullberg, Bo Holmberg, Britt Dahl-
man, Jason Zaborowski, and Johan Åhlfeldt, as well as NEWCONT’s Kristine 
Toft Rosland. Our guide in Egypt, Beshoy Amir, deserves special praise for his 
tireless efforts and endless humor.

The book has also been enhanced by the generosity of a number of individu-
als. We would like to thank in particular Stephen Emmel for sharing with us his 
excellent set of maps of the Jabal al-Tarif and its environs, as well as photographs 
and transcriptions of White Monastery manuscripts of texts by Shenoute; James 
Goehring, for his wonderful images of monastic graffiti at the Wadi Sheikh 
Ali; and Martin Schøyen, who provided images of papyri from his invaluable 
collection of manuscripts and antiquities, and generously donated samples of 
the leather cover and cartonnage papyri from Nag Hammadi Codex I for ra-
diocarbon analysis. A number of institutions have also been helpful in making 
their materials available to us, including the Fondation Martin Bodmer, the 
Scheide Library, the Claremont Colleges Digital Archives, the British Library, 
and Google. Thanks are also due to the Beinecke Library and Brendan Haug for 
facilitating our research there.

Finally, we owe an indelible debt to our wives, Linn Lundhaug and Virginia 
Clark, for their love, support, encouragement, and toleration, not only through 
the process of writing this book, but throughout our lives.

Oslo, July 2015 Hugo Lundhaug
 Lance Jenott
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Chapter 1

The Secret Books of the Egyptian Gnostics?

… whoever may have possessed them, they cannot have been monks.
– Jean Doresse1

In 1892, when the eminent Coptologist Walter Ewing Crum surveyed papyri 
recently acquired from the Fayum, he was able to comment that “As with all 
Coptic Literature, their monastic origin is evident.”2 Following the discover-
ies of Coptic Manichaean texts in the 1920s and the Nag Hammadi Codices in 
1945, many researchers would undoubtedly not share Crum’s confidence in the 
monastic origin of all Coptic literature. Nevertheless, the purpose of this study 
is to demonstrate that Crum’s observation applies quite well to the Nag Ham-
madi Codices, and that the available evidence concerning their provenance is 
best explained by a Christian monastic setting in Upper Egypt. This theory is 
not new, but has enjoyed popularity for decades in one form or another. After 
all, monasteries were important centers of book production in late antiquity,3 
and the region from which the codices come is famous for being the birthplace 
of Christian cenobitic monasticism. Many scholars have in fact suggested that 
the codices originated in the Pachomian monastic federation, whose network of 
monasteries included multiple establishments close to where the codices were 
discovered, just outside the modern-day village of Hamra Dûm.4

1 Jean Doresse, The Secret Books of the Egyptian Gnostics: An Introduction to the Gnostic 
Coptic Manuscripts Discovered at Chenoboskion (trans. Leonard Johnston; London: Hollis & 
Carter, 1960), 135.

2 Walter Ewing Crum, “The Coptic Papyri,” in W. M. Flinders Petrie, Medum (London: 
David Nutt, 1892), 48.

3 Herwig Maehler, “Byzantine Egypt: Urban Élites and Book Production,” Dialogos 4 (1997): 
130; Chrysi Kotsifou, “Books and Book Production in the Monastic Communities of Byzantine 
Egypt,” in The Early Christian Book (ed. William E. Klingshirn and Linda Safran; CUA Stud-
ies in Early Christianity; Washington D. C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2007), 50.

4 Notable proponents of the Pachomian hypothesis include Torgny Säve-Söderbergh, “Gnos-
tic and Canonical Gospel Traditions (with special reference to the Gospel of Thomas),” in Le 
Origini dello Gnosticismo: Colloquio di Messina, 13–18 Aprile 1966 (ed. Ugo Bianchi; SHR 12; 
Leiden: Brill, 1970), 552–62; Säve-Söderberg, “Holy Scriptures or Apologetic Documentations? 
The «Sitz im Leben» of the Nag Hammadi Library,” in Les textes de Nag Hammadi: Colloque 
du Centre d’Histoire des Religions (Strasbourg, 23–25 octobre 1974) (ed. Jacques-É. Ménard; 
NHS 7; Leiden: Brill, 1975), 3–14; John W. B. Barns, “Greek and Coptic Papyri from the Covers 
of the Nag Hammadi Codices: A Preliminary Report,” in Essays on the Nag Hammadi Texts: In 
Honour of Pahor Labib (ed. Martin Krause; NHS 6; Leiden: Brill, 1975), 9–18; James M. Robin-



However, while the theory of the codices’ monastic origins has never been 
without its critics, it has fallen under particularly heavy criticism in recent years.5 
The most extensive critique came in Alexandr Khosroyev’s 1995 study, Die Bib-
liothek von Nag Hammadi, which has subsequently been cited with approval by 
several prominent scholars of Coptology and Egyptian Christianity.6 Khosroyev 
argues that Pachomian monks are not likely to have produced and read the Nag 
Hammadi Codices because, in his view, they would not have been able to recon-
cile such texts, which contain so many “anti-biblical concepts,” with their com-
mitment to the Bible and the tradition of the fathers.7 While Khosroyev argues 
against a Pachomian setting in particular, his broader conclusions about the likely 
owners of the Nag Hammadi Codices distances them from Christian monasti-
cism generally. In his view, the eclectic variety of literature found in these codices, 
and what he characterizes as their “bizarre” and “philosophizing” teachings, sug-
gest that they were owned by persons who possessed a “syncretistic mentality” 
and enough education in Greek philosophy to be able to read and understand 
them. He concludes that the persons who best fit this profile were not monks, 
but literati of the Greco-Egyptian cities. If these urban, semi-educated people 
identified themselves as Christians, he maintains, they must have been entirely 
“untraditional” and did not belong to the institutional Church.8

Subsequent endorsements of Khosroyev’s conclusions have contributed to 
turning the tide against the theory of the codices’ monastic provenance. Ewa 

son, “Introduction,” in The Nag Hammadi Library in English (3rd rev. ed.; ed. James M. Rob-
inson; San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1990), 1–26; Frederik Wisse, “Gnosticism and Early 
Monasticism in Egypt,” in Gnosis: Festschrift für Hans Jonas (ed. Barbara Aland; Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1978), 431–40; Henry Chadwick, “The Domestication of Gnosis,” in 
The School of Valentinus (ed. Bentley Layton; vol. 1 of The Rediscovery of Gnosticism: Proceed-
ings of the International Conference on Gnosticism at Yale, New Haven, Connecticut, March 
28–31, 1978; SHR 41; Leiden: Brill, 1980), 3–16; Charles W. Hedrick, “Gnostic Proclivities in the 
Greek Life of Pachomius and the Sitz im Leben of the Nag Hammadi Library,” NovT 22 (1980): 
78–94; James E. Goehring, “New Frontiers in Pachomian Studies,” in The Roots of Egyptian 
Christianity (ed. Birger A. Pearson and James E. Goehring; SAC; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1986), 236–57; Clemens Scholten, “Die Nag-Hammadi-Texte als Buchbesitz der Pachomianer,” 
JAC 31 (1988): 144–72.

5 Notable critics of the monastic and Pachomian hypotheses before the 1990s include Dor-
esse, Secret Books, 135; John C. Shelton, “Introduction,” in Nag Hammadi Codices: Greek and 
Coptic Papyri from the Cartonnage of the Covers (ed. John W. B. Barns, Gerald M. Browne, 
and John C. Shelton; NHS 16; Leiden: Brill, 1981), 1–11; Armand Veilleux, “Monasticism and 
Gnosis in Egypt,” in The Roots of Egyptian Christianity (ed. Birger A. Pearson and James 
E. Goehring; SAC; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 271–306.

6 Alexandr Khosroyev, Die Bibliothek von Nag Hammadi: Einige Probleme des Christen-
tums in Ägypten während der ersten Jahrhunderte (Arbeiten zum spätantiken und koptischen 
Ägypten 7; Altenberge: Oros Verlag, 1995). According to Robert McL. Wilson’s review of 
Khosroyev’s book, “This book should be required reading for students starting out on research 
into the Nag Hammadi texts” (JTS 47 [1996]: 268).

7 Khosroyev, Die Bibliothek, 82–83.
8 Khosroyev, Die Bibliothek, 62, 85, 98–102.
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Wipszycka, a leading papyrologist and historian of Egyptian monasticism, cites 
Khosroyev’s study in support of her argument that the monastic hypothesis “is a 
path of research with no source basis.”9 Mark Sheridan likewise concludes “that 
there is no clear evidence” for an association between the Nag Hammadi texts 
and Pachomian monasticism and, with reference to both Khosroyev and Wip-
szycka, maintains that “there are better hypotheses available to account for the 
provenance of this very heterogeneous collection of writings.”10 Alastair Logan 
too has been convinced by Khosroyev “to rule out the monastic hypothesis in its 
various forms.” Instead, he posits that the codices were produced by members 
of a Gnostic cult community thriving in late fourth-century Egypt, perhaps one 
that began in an urban milieu, as Khosroyev proposes, but fled to the desert of 
Upper Egypt to escape persecution from the Catholic church.11 More recently, 
Stephen Emmel, an eminent authority on Coptic manuscripts, has stated that he 
believes Khosroyev has “effectively demolished the edifice of the ‘Pachomian 
monastic hypothesis,’” and that he remains unconvinced that the codices “are the 
direct products of a monastic milieu.”12 Emmel agrees with Khosroyev that given 
their “esoteric” and “philosophical” contents the codices probably stem from an 
urban setting. Indeed, the view that the Nag Hammadi Codices have no relation-
ship with Christian monasticism can now be found in a recent book designed as 
a students’ introduction to the Nag Hammadi texts. Its author, Nicola Denzey 
Lewis, claims that “Those who specialize in Pachomian monasticism doubt the 
hypothesis” of a monastic provenance, and echoes Khosroyev’s theory when she 
concludes that “the covers of the books, if not the whole books themselves, were 
produced in an urban environment.”13

 9 Ewa Wipszycka, “The Nag Hammadi Library and the Monks: A Papyrologist’s Point of 
View,” JJP 30 (2000): 183.

10 Mark Sheridan, “The Modern Historiography of Early Egyptian Monasticism,” in Il 
monachesimo tra eredità e aperture: Atti del simposio “Testi e temi nella tradizione del monaches-
imo cristiano” per il 50° anniversario dell’Instituto Monastico di Sant’Anselmo, Roma, 28 mag-
gio – 1° giugno 2002 (ed. Maciej Bielawski and Daniël Hombergen; SA 140, Analecta Monastica 
8; Rome: Pontificio Ateneo S. Anselmo, 2004), 211.

11 Alastair H. B. Logan, The Gnostics: Identifying an Early Christian Cult (London: T & T 
Clark, 2006), 28.

12 Stephen Emmel, “The Coptic Gnostic Texts as Witnesses to the Production and Transmis-
sion of Gnostic (and Other) Traditions,” in Das Thomasevangelium: Entstehung – Rezeption – 
Theologie (ed. Jörg Frey, Enno Edzard Popkes, and Jens Schröter; BZNW 157; Berlin: Walter 
de Gruyter, 2008), 36.

13 Nicola Denzey Lewis, Introduction to “Gnosticism”: Ancient Voices, Christian Worlds 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 8–9. We would point out, however, that prominent 
specialists of Pachomian monasticism have continued to support the theory of the codices’ 
Pachomian provenance after the publication of Khosroyev’s study. James Goehring, a leading 
authority on Pachomian monasticism, finds many of Khosroyev’s arguments unpersuasive, and 
maintains that the Pachomian hypothesis remains viable. See Goehring, “The Provenance of the 
Nag Hammadi Codices Once More,” Studia Patristica XXXV: Papers Presented at the Thir-
teenth International Conference on Patristic Studies Held in Oxford 1999: Ascetica, Gnostica, 
Liturgica, Orientalia (ed. Maurice F. Wiles and Edward Y. Yarnold; Leuven: Peeters, 2001), 234–
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The purpose of the present study is to critically examine the arguments against 
the theory of the Nag Hammadi Codices’ monastic origins, as set forth by 
Khosroyev and others, and to demonstrate by a thorough examination of all the 
available evidence, the plausibility that they were produced and read by Egyptian 
monks.

A Brief History of the Question

Since the first wave of publications on the Nag Hammadi Codices began to ap-
pear in the 1950s, many different theories have been proposed as to where they 
came from and who might have owned them in antiquity. In addition to Khos-
royev’s theory of urban literati, the various explanations include 1) a Gnostic 
community; 2) a wealthy individual; and 3) Christian monks.

The first scholar to address the question of the codices’ ancient owners was 
Jean Doresse, who captured both public and scholarly imagination with his 1958 
study Les livres secrets des Gnostiques d’Égypte (The Secret Books of the Egyptian 
Gnostics).14 As the title suggests, Doresse believed that the codices were owned 
by a Gnostic church in fourth-century Egypt, which he identified specifically as 
Sethian Gnostics based on the importance of Seth in some of the texts and titles 
(e. g., the Three Steles of Seth and the Second Treatise of the Great Seth). Yet many 
researchers have found Doresse’s theory of a specifically Sethian Gnostic com-
munity unconvincing, especially since the codices contain many texts in which 
Seth has little or no significance and whose theologies differ considerably from 
ancient reports of Sethian thought. The theory has nevertheless been revived in 
recent years by Alastair Logan, a prominent scholar of Gnosticism, who in his 
2006 book The Gnostics: Identifying an Early Christian Cult writes that

I find much in agreement with the original judgements of Doresse about the relative 
reliability of the heresiologists and about the codices as the library of an ascetic Sethian 
Gnostic community, assembled from several smaller collections, either exchanged with 
other related groups from elsewhere in Egypt or acquired because of their content. That 
community, wherever it originated – perhaps in an urban milieu, as Khosroyev has sug-
gested – became active in the area of Chenoboskia in the mid to late fourth century.15

53; Goehring, “Some Reflections on the Nag Hammadi Codices and the Study of Early Egyp-
tian Monasticism,” MCPL 25 (2010): 61–70. See similarly Philip Rousseau, “The Successors 
of Pachomius and the Nag Hammadi Codices: Exegetical Themes and Literary Structures,” in 
The World of Early Egyptian Christianity: Language, Literature, and Social Context (ed. James 
E. Goehring and Janet A. Timbie; CUA Studies in Early Christianity; Washington, D. C.: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 2007), 140–57, esp. 157.

14 Jean Doresse, Les livres secrets des Gnostiques d’Égypte (Paris: Plon, 1958); English transla-
tion: Doresse, Secret Books.

15 Logan, The Gnostics, 29.
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Although Logan acknowledges that the area around Chenoboskion (Sheneset) 
was the center of Pachomian monasticism, with several monasteries active al-
ready by the 330s, he finds it unlikely that Pachomians would have produced and 
read books with such unorthodox contents. Instead, he envisions that the codices 
stemmed from a community which he describes as “Gnostic”:

Although it operated in the vicinity of Pachomian monasteries, it was itself not monastic, 
but in all likelihood comprised both women and men.16 Its library, which contained a col-
lection that may have had some connection with monastic circles, was in kernel and bulk 
essentially Gnostic, and was apparently buried in the grave of its last leader in the late 
fourth or early fifth century, probably because the cult was dying out.17

Logan raises a number of questions that will be dealt with in the present book, 
from the characterization of the Nag Hammadi texts as being “in kernel and 
bulk essentially Gnostic,” to theories concerning their production in an urban 
cultic setting. As one can see, a cornerstone of Logan’s analysis is the category 
of “Gnosticism,” which has greatly influenced, and in our view unnecessarily 
burdened, most discussions of the codices’ ancient owners.

The second theory of ownership ennumerated above posits that the codices 
belonged to the personal library of a wealthy individual who was not necessarily 
a member of a specific Gnostic sect.18 This theory has appeared in various forms. 
One scholar has suggested that the owner might have been a civil bureaucrat 
or military officer stationed in the Thebaid, who was interested in a variety of 
Gnostic speculation.19 More recently, it has been proposed that all twelve codices 
might have been buried with their owner as grave goods following an ancient 
Egyptian “book of the dead” tradition, and that Codex II in particular might 
have been designed specifically for such a funerary purpose.20 It is, however, 
difficult to reconcile the theory of an individual owner with the colophons and 

16 Logan’s point that gender inclusivity somehow points away from a monastic group is 
suprising, since early monastic organizations in Egypt, including the Pachomians, included 
both men and women.

17 Logan, The Gnostics, 29.
18 Martin Krause, “Die Texte von Nag Hammadi,” in Gnosis: Festschrift für Hans Jonas (ed. 

Barbara Aland; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1978), 241–43. As Krause notes, the idea 
that a wealthy fourth-century Gnostic owned the codices was already suggested by Hans Jonas, 
The Gnostic Religion (2nd ed.; Boston: Beacon Press, 1963), 293 n. 9.

19 Veilleux, “Monasticism and Gnosis,” 282. The idea of a government official was based on 
the accounting documents discovered among the cartonnage of Codex V, which might be related 
to a government chancery. See chapter five for further discussion of the cartonnage.

20 Nicola Denzey Lewis and Justine Ariel Blount, “Rethinking the Origins of the Nag Ham-
madi Codices,” JBL 133:2 (2014): 399–419. On Codex II, see Nicola Denzey Lewis, “Death on 
the Nile: Egyptian Codices, Gnosticism, and Early Christian Books of the Dead,” in Practicing 
Gnosis: Ritual, Magic, Theurgy and Liturgy in Nag Hammadi, Manichaean and Other Ancient 
Literature: Essays in Honor of Birger A. Pearson (ed. April D. DeConick, Gregory Shaw and 
John D. Turner; NHMS 85; Leiden: Brill, 2013), 161–80. This theory builds upon a suggestion 
made by Krause, “Die Texte,” 243. For a critical appraisal of the idea that the Nag Hammadi 
Codices were interred as Christian “books of the dead,” see Paula Tutty, “Books of the Dead 
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notes left by the scribes, which in each case imply a community setting, as for ex-
ample in Codex II, where the copyist wrote “Remember me also, my brothers, in 
your prayers” at the end of the codex.21 While the theory of a wealthy individual 
owner is of course not impossible, we shall see that it does not effectively explain 
the breadth of the available evidence.

The third theory noted above, that the Nag Hammadi Codices belonged to 
Christian monks, has enjoyed a great deal of popularity among scholars, though 
it has been proposed in many different ways, including Pachomian monks, Me-
litian monks, Origenist monks, or other monks in Upper Egypt of whom we 
have little or no knowledge. Although Armand Veilleux once suggested that the 
codices could have belonged to Melitian monks, Pachomian monks have gener-
ally been regarded as the most attractive alternative given that the codices were 
discovered close to several of their monasteries, including the headquarters of 
their monastic federation.22

This theory has led to much debate, however, over what the presence of such 
heterodox books would imply regarding the theology of the early Pachom-
ians and their relationship to Alexandrian orthodoxy. One position maintains 
that the Pachomians, who are depicted as rather orthodox in the hagiographic 
literature, would have owned books like these only in order to study and refute 
heresy.23 However, due to the pious language of the colophons and the way the 
codices were eventually buried in a sealed jar, this explanation has not attracted 
many supporters. The owners do not seem to have regarded these books with 
contempt.

Another version of the Pachomian hypothesis proposes that the Nag Ham-
madi Codices were brought to the monasteries by Gnostics who joined the 
Christian ascetic movement in the early fourth century. According to this view, 
the monks would have found the codices’ teachings on the ascetic life edifying,24 
and they may perhaps have found them valuable in the pursuit of visions and 
secret knowledge.25 Thus before the consolidation of Alexandrian orthodoxy 
and its enforcement in Upper Egypt from the second half of the fourth century 

or Books with the Dead?” in The Nag Hammadi Codices and Late Antique Egypt (ed. Hugo 
Lundhaug and Lance Jenott; STAC; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, forthcoming).

21 NHC II 145. See chapter seven for further discussion of the colophons. Other sholars have 
doubted the theory of an individual owner based on the presence of duplicate tracates in the 
collection (e. g., three copies of Ap. John); see Khosroyev, Die Bibliothek, 65.

22 Veilleux, “Monasticism and Gnosis,” 284. See chapter nine for further discussion.
23 Säve-Söderbergh, “Gnostic and Canonical”; Säve-Söderbergh, “Holy Scriptures”; Barns, 

“Preliminary Report,” 16.
24 Wisse, “Gnosticism and Early Monasticism,” 438. Elsewhere Wisse proposes that the codi-

ces would have appealed to monks who had a “fascination with everything esoteric” (“Language 
Mysticism in the Nag Hammadi Texts and in Early Coptic Monasticism I: Cryptography,” 
Enchoria 9 [1979]: 103).

25 Hedrick, “Gnostic Proclivities.”
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on, the Pachomians would have been characterized by less theological rigorism 
than later in the movement’s history. We will argue that while this theory moves 
in the right direction, it complicates the picture unnecessarily by presupposing 
that “Gnosticism” is a factor that needs to be taken into account.

A few scholars, however, have promoted versions of the Pachomian hypo-
thesis that do not assume the conventional dichotomy between “Gnostic” and 
“orthodox” readers. In a seminal article, Clemens Scholten has presented an 
impressively comprehensive overview of the evidence for the codices’ monastic 
origins, many details of which we elaborate upon in the present study. After sur-
veying what is known about book culture in Pachomian monasteries, Scholten 
concludes that the Pachomians probably owned and read a diverse range of 
literature, and that the presence of the Nag Hammadi Codices in their mon-
asteries would not necessarily imply that some of the monks were Gnostics.26 
James Goehring has similarly suggested that if Pachomian monks read the Nag 
Hammadi Codices, they need not have been completely at odds with Alexan-
drian orthodoxy.27 Instead, they could be understood as people who, in their 
theological inquiries, were open to reading books with a diversity of theological 
perspectives (even if their openness to extra-canonical literature would not have 
been approved by the patriarch).

In what follows, we build upon the approaches set forth by Goehring and 
Scholten, taking seriously the possibility that whoever read these texts could 
have reconciled them with Egyptian Christianity in the fourth and fifth centu-
ries, including monasticism and Alexandrian orthodoxy. We avoid the category 
of Gnosticism altogether, because we do not find it helpful in clarifying the 
origins of the codices. In fact, as we reviewed the scholarly literature on the 
question, it struck us time and again how the very idea of Gnosticism continues 
to breed confusion. The traditional assumption among scholars has been that 
gnostic books imply gnostic readers: Since the books have been classified as 
“gnostic” according to modern taxonomies, whoever owned them in antiquity 
must have been gnostic people who believed in gnostic theology. And once this 
sleight of hand has been performed, it then becomes necessary to explain how 
and where gnostic people fit into the picture. The focus of the question thus 
shifts away from explaining the place of the codices to explaining the place of 
the alleged Gnostics who read them. Following the insightful work of Scholten, 
Goehring, and Michael Williams,28 we maintain that the monks who owned the 
Nag Hammadi Codices need not be regarded as Gnostics.

26 Scholten, “Buchbesitz,” esp. 145–49, 172.
27 Goehring, “New Frontiers,” 246–47.
28 Michael A. Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”: An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious 

Category (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996).
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The Present Study

Although Josep Montserrat-Torrents once concluded that all hypotheses re-
garding the owner(s) of the Nag Hammadi Codices are “equally plausible,”29 
we intend to demonstrate that a monastic setting provides the most compelling 
explanation of the available evidence, including the location of their discovery, 
the scrap papyri used to stiffen their leather covers, and the terminology used by 
the scribes in the colophons (which cannot be dismissed as merely circumstantial 
evidence). Along the way, we critically examine alternative hypotheses which 
have been set forth in recent years, and highlight why, in our view, they remain 
problematic.

We set the stage for our discussion of the codices’ monastic origins in chapter 
two with a survey of what is known about Christian monasticism in the Thebaid 
during the fourth and fifth centuries, drawing on literary, documentary, and 
archaeological evidence. In chapters three and four we turn to a critical exami-
nation of previous theories regarding the owners of the Nag Hammadi Codices 
which are directly related to the category of “Gnosticism.” Chapter three treats 
the pitfalls involved in those theories that concern a Gnostic church or “cult 
movement” in late antique Egypt, as set forth by Doresse and Logan, as well 
as explanations which posit the presence of Gnostics among Egyptian monks. 
Chapter four then offers an evaluation of Khosroyev’s influential argument that 
the codices belonged to “syncretistic” literati from the Greco-Egyptian cities.

After dispensing with the gnostic hypotheses, we turn in chapter five to a 
detailed examination of the cartonnage papyri from the covers of the Nag Ham-
madi Codices. These fragments offer a body of evidence from within the codices 
themselves that provides tantalizing glimpses into the specific social context in 
which the codices may have been produced. We discuss how these papyri have 
been used to support arguments both for and against the monastic hypothesis, 
and argue how, in our view, this evidence supports the codices’ monastic origins.

In chapter six we discuss the issue of divergent attitudes toward extra-canon-
ical books in Egyptian Christianity as an important part of the context in which 
the circulation of the Nag Hammadi Codices must be understood. While some 
Christians were interested in reading apocryphal books, especially as interpre-
tive supplements to Scripture, others sought to censor apocrypha and have them 
removed from Egyptian monasteries. Nevertheless, such books continued to be 
copied and read in Egyptian monasteries well into the medieval period, as indi-
cated by literary sources which speak to ongoing controversy over them, as well 
as actual manuscript discoveries from monastic libraries containing such texts.

29 Josep Montserrat-Torrents, “The Social and Cultural Setting of the Coptic Gnostic Li-
brary,” Studia Patristica XXXI: Papers Presented at the Twelfth International Conference on 
Patristic Studies Held in Oxford 1995: Preaching, Second Century, Tertullian to Arnobius, Egypt 
Before Nicaea (ed. Elizabeth A. Livingstone; Leuven: Peeters, 1997), 481.
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Chapters seven and eight deal with codicological evidence, the scribes, and 
methods of book production and circulation. In chapter seven we focus on the 
colophons and scribal notes recorded in the Nag Hammadi Codices, and of-
fer a detailed analysis of how their terminology reflects one or more monastic 
communities. We also address the question of how such books might have been 
transmitted between monasteries through informal book-exchange networks. In 
chapter eight we discuss the likelihood that those who copied the Nag Hammadi 
Codices also copied biblical texts, by comparing scribal habits and codicologi-
cal features shared among both groups of manuscripts. Here we also discuss the 
delineation of sub-groups within the larger Nag Hammadi collection, and what 
they might (and might not) tell us about the origins of the codices. Although 
it has been argued that the sub-groups indicate smaller, originally independent 
sub-collections, for which a monastery setting is not likely, we maintain that the 
similarities among them are arguably more pronounced than the differences, and 
show that theories of independent sub-collections are consistent with a setting of 
production and distribution in a monastery or network of monasteries.

Chapter nine then addresses different kinds of monasticism in Upper Egypt, 
including Melitians, Origenists, and Pachomians, and how the Nag Hammadi 
Codices might have fit into this monastic landscape. In order to encourage future 
studies of these texts in a monastic setting, we also offer a brief sketch of some 
of the ways in which the Nag Hammadi texts might have appealed to monks in 
the fourth and fifth centuries, based on what we know about monastic interests 
and culture of the time. Finally, chapter ten provides a brief conclusion and re-
capitulation of the book’s main arguments.

At this point, before we move on to our discussion of monasticism in the The-
baid during the fourth and fifth centuries, the region and time period from which 
the Nag Hammadi Codices come, it is necessary to discuss briefly what we know 
about their dates of production and the location of their discovery.

Dating the Codices

The production of the Nag Hammadi Codices has traditionally been assigned 
to the middle of the fourth century based on three papyrus contracts from the 
cover of Codex VII, which are explicitly dated to November 341, November 
346, and October 348.30 While this evidence provides us with a terminus post 
quem of 348 for Codex VII’s cover, nothing precludes the possibility that many 
years may have passed before the papyri were reused as cartonnage material. 
Eric Turner’s study of dates recorded on the recto and verso of reused papyri 
indicates that as many as a hundred years, if not more, could have elapsed before 

30 Shelton, “Introduction,” 4–5.
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papyri with writing on one side were reused to write on the other.31 Similarly 
long spans of time could also pass between the writing of a document and the 
time it was recycled as cartonnage for a book cover.32 For example, the leather 
cover of Codex Papyrus Berolinensis 8502, dated to the sixth century, yielded 
a letter of recommendation dated to the late third or early fourth century.33 In 
this case the document may have sat in an archive or scrap heap for nearly two 
hundred years before it was reused.

While there is little evidence to go on for determining approximate dates for 
each Nag Hammadi Codex, there are a few clues in individual cases. Since the 
scribes who copied Codices I and XI appear to have been co-workers of the 
scribe who copied Codex VII34 (sometime after October 348), those three codi-
ces were probably produced within the same generation. The question whether 
Codices I and XI, respectively, were produced before or after Codex VII is nearly 
impossible to determine, but a recent radiocarbon analysis of Codex I’s leather 
cover suggests that it was probably made earlier than Codex VII, though the ex-

31 Eric G. Turner, “Recto and Verso,” JEA 40 (1954): 102–6. Although Turner’s study focuses 
on timespans that elapsed between the inscription of papyri’s rectos and versos, his findings ap-
ply in principle to the reuse of papyri as cartonnage. Cf. Emmel, “Coptic Gnostic Texts,” 38–39; 
Hugo Lundhaug, “Shenoute of Atripe and Nag Hammadi Codex II,” in Zugänge zur Gnosis: 
Akten zur Tagung der Patristischen Arbeitsgemeinschaft vom 02.–05. 01. 2011 in Berlin-Spandau 
(ed. Christoph Markschies and Johannes van Oort; Leuven: Peeters, 2013), 208–10.

32 On the reuse of literary parchment manuscripts as cartonnage, see Leo Depuydt, Cata-
logue of Coptic Manuscripts in the Pierpont Morgan Library (2 vols.; Corpus of Illuminated 
Manuscripts 4–5, Oriental Series 1–2; Leuven: Peeters, 1993), 1:1 n. 30, with reference to frag-
ments from ninth-century codices which were recycled as cartonnage in a tenth-century codex. 
There is also the interesting case of Chester Beatty papyrus 2554, an unbound quire constructed 
from a reused scroll which had been cut and pasted together into sheets. Dates of 298 and 300 are 
found on the original side of the papyrus, while on the other side one finds dates as late as 345. 
See Roger S. Bagnall, “Public Administration and the Documentation of Roman Panopolis,” in 
Perspectives on Panopolis: An Egyptian Town from Alexander the Great to the Arab Conquest: 
Acts from an International Symposium Held in Leiden on 16, 17 and 18 December 1998 (ed. 
A. Egberts, B. P. Muhs, and J. van der Vliet; PLB 31; Leiden: Brill, 2002), 1–12; James M. Rob-
inson, The Story of the Bodmer Papyri: From the First Monastery’s Library in Upper Egypt to 
Geneva and Dublin (Eugene, Or.: Cascade, 2011), 74.

33 The cover has been dated by Myriam Krutzsch and Günter Poethke on stylistic grounds, 
while the letter of recommendation has been dated by Kurt Treu on the basis of its genre; see 
Krutzsch and Poethke, “Der Einband des koptisch-gnostischen Kodex Papyrus Berolinensis 
8502,” Forschungen und Berichte  24 (1984): 40; Treu, “P. Berol. 8508: Christliches Empfe-
hlungsschreiben aus dem Einband des kopitsch-gnostischen Kodex P. 8502,” APF 28 (1982): 
53–54. On the construction of the codex, see Krutzsch, “Beobachtungen zur Herstellungstech-
nik früher gnostischer Kodizes,” in Zugänge zur Gnosis: Akten zur Tagung der Patristischen 
Arbeitsgemeinschaft vom 02.–05. 01. 2011 in Berlin-Spandau (ed. Christoph Markschies and 
Johannes van Oort; Leuven: Peeters, 2013), 285–93, 347–52. For an edition of the codex, which 
contains Gos. Mary, Ap. John, Soph. Jes. Chr., and Act. Peter, see Walter C. Till and Hans-Martin 
Schenke, eds., Die gnostischen Schriften des koptischen Papyrus Berolinensis 8502: Herausgege-
ben, übersetzt und bearbeitet (2nd ed.; TUGAL 602; Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1972).

34 See, e. g., M. A. Williams, Rethinking, 242–43.
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