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Introduction 

Scholarship on Ignatius of Antioch has traditionally concerned itself first and 
foremost with questions of authorship, authenticity, and date. It is almost ob-
ligatory that each new piece spend a good deal of space summarising the his-
torical arguments, weighing their merits and faults, and then situating itself 
within the raft of opinions offered on the debate over the centuries. The pre-
vailing opinion since Theodor Zahn and J.B. Lightfoot (writing at the end of 
the 19th century) has been that the seven letters of the so-called middle recen-
sion (MR) were written by the Syrian bishop in the early second century.1 Yet 
even the combined testimony of scholars of such calibre is not allowed to settle 
before increasingly more convoluted studies emerge to reconsider the interre-
lations of the recensions: that the long recension (LR) in fact predates the MR;2 
that the Syriac short recension (SR) is really the most ancient;3 or that Ignatius 
wrote just four letters, which relate to our current corpus only via many subtly 
interconnected mutations.4 Others accept the MR as earliest, but argue for a 
date considerably later than traditionally ascribed.5 Clearly, these kinds of dis-
cussions are important in their own right; they are valuable for highlighting the 
provisionality and ambiguity of the source material, and the sensitivity with 
which it must be treated. They also stem from a very proper concern about 
authenticity, that a text’s purported author is also its author in fact.6  

As is slowly being recognised within the academy, however, Ignatian schol-
arship is saturated with such studies, and each new attempt met by the logic of 
diminishing returns. None, it is commonly accepted, has been able to upset the 
Lightfoot/Zahn consensus.7 Some of the most influential studies of Ignatius 
have given relatively little attention to the problem of historical authenticity;8 

 
1 Zahn (1873); Lightfoot (1889). 
2 E.g. Hannah (1960); Weijenborg (1969). 
3 Vinzent (2019), esp. 327. 
4 Rius-Camps (1980). 
5 E.g. Barnes (2008); Hübner (1997). 
6 Lookadoo (2020b) admirably attempts to make sense out of the voluminous scholarship 

produced since 1997 on the question of the MR letters’ dating and authenticity. 
7 Foster (2006: 489) nuances the notion of consensus: “perhaps it would be better from a 

text-critical perspective to say that they [the seven MR epistles] represent the earliest recover-
able stage of the textual transmission of the Ignatian letters.” 

8 E.g. Corwin (1960); Schoedel (1985). 
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indeed, some of the most recent articles make no reference at all to the debate, 
and proceed on the assumption that the MR represents what Ignatius really 
wrote.9 I join these in accepting the MR as ‘genuine’ – that is, written in the 
early second century by the man Ignatius, whose remarkable journey from An-
tioch to Rome we are led to believe ended in the arena. (To anticipate chapter 
6, I follow Lightfoot and J.D. Smith who believe the LR to have been a late 
fourth-century work, probably composed in Antioch.10) By accepting this, in 
full knowledge of the attendant problems, the scholar is freed to move the con-
versation on, to consider the figure of Ignatius as he is known and met through 
the letters. Nonetheless, it will become clear that much of my argument would 
stand even if discussion of the MR required the name ‘Ignatius’ to be sur-
rounded by quotation marks.  

Every piece of literature, whether fictional or non-fictional, ‘forged’ or ‘gen-
uine,’ invites the reader to infer an authorial persona. For this reason, all the 
recensions that make up the Ignatian corpus are open to a study of how they 
portray the figure of Ignatius. This allows the scholar effectively to bypass 
questions of ‘historical authenticity’ and investigate the more stimulating ques-
tions surrounding the locus of memory. The letters of the MR assume of their 
audiences certain memories, sacred and profane. How does Ignatius evoke 
these memories, and transform them towards the cause of Christ and commu-
nity? How does Ignatius portray himself as a figure to be remembered in the 
MR? How does this compare to the manner in which he has indeed been re-
membered in the church, such as in the LR and in martyrological texts?  

Such questions have only begun to receive attention in scholarship. Eliza-
beth Castelli uses Ignatius as a case study in her exploration of how the early 
Christian experience of martyrdom and persecution became a “form of culture 
making, whereby Christian identity was indelibly marked by the collective 
memory of the religious suffering of others.”11 She expresses a similar frustra-
tion as I with insoluble questions of ‘what really happened,’ and employs 
memory because of its particular suitability to ask “how particular ways of 
construing the past enable later communities to constitute and sustain them-
selves.”12 Candida Moss has recently undertaken an analysis of the style of the 
Antiochene martyrology’s memorialisation of Ignatius as a Pauline martyr.13 

 
9 E.g. Hartog (2019); Lookadoo (2019). I, like these scholars, remain conscious that the MR 

is to some degree a scholarly construct: we rely upon the Antiochene Acts to supply the text of 
Romans, and corrections to the other letters are often supplied on the basis of the Latin transla-
tion or quotations from other authors. See Lookadoo (2020b). 

10 J.D. Smith (1986). 
11 Castelli (2004), 4. 
12 Castelli (2004), 5. 
13 Moss (2016). 
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Memory has already proved to be a popular tool to break the stalemate of ‘his-
torical Jesus’ research,14 and elsewhere in New Testament (NT) and patristic 
scholarship.15 My study takes a cue from Dale Allison (among others), who 
points out that some aspects of a person’s character and significance are not 
accessible to the person themselves, or even to their contemporaries, but are 
only appreciable after their death: “Self-perception is only partial perception, 
and while the passing of time dims memories, it can also unfold significance.”16 
The LR is proof that Ignatius continued to be significant centuries after his 
martyrdom. The present study questions the privileging of the MR as our only 
source of insight into Ignatius, and the second century as the definitive context 
in which the meaning of Ignatius’ words must be decided. 

However recently ‘memory’ has attracted interest within the academy, it 
goes without saying that memory was as important for the ancients as it is for 
us moderns. Indeed, Carruthers notes a dissonance between the modern ten-
dency towards a pejorative view of the faculty of memory as merely functional 
and uninteresting, compared to the ancients’ awe and esteem of it as the seat 
of the intellect, morality, and identity.17 The broad conceptual structure of all 
Abrahamic religions lends particular significance to memory, as the means of 
contextualising current lives within the divine economy and in reference to 
God’s revelation to humanity.18 Christianity has a particularly strong relation-
ship with memory as it understands God himself to be the object of memory, 
in the life of the human being Christ. Remembrance of the person of Jesus was 
from very early on central to the worship and praxis of the believing commu-
nity.19 The Jesus of each gospel is constructed in relation to (and as the culmi-
nation of) centuries of history, prophecy, divine election and economy, as well 
as elements thought outside of that relationship with God; Jesus presents him-
self to be remembered in certain ways, and patristic theology may in part be 
seen as the charting of that memory. Most apostolic and post-apostolic Chris-
tians show a concerted interest in the ‘memoirs’ and lineages of ‘living 
memory’ stemming from witnesses to the NT events, and often orientate their 
own authority in relation to them.20 Ignatius demonstrates a similar connection 
with and interest in memory, and benefits from treatment in the light of it. 

However, ‘memory’ can be a term as vague and elusive as it is evocative 
and penetrating. Although its popularity in the humanities increased from its 

 
14 See Keith (2015), (2015a) for an overview of the project’s progress. 
15 E.g. Bockmuehl (2010), (2012). 
16 Allison (2009), 24; cf. Bockmuehl (2010), 18–29. 
17 Carruthers (2008), 1–16. 
18 The atrocities of the Holocaust sparked a revival of Jewish scholarship rediscovering the 

centrality of memory for Judaism. See particularly Yerushalmi (1982), Spiegel (2002). 
19 See Luke 22:19; 1 Cor. 11:24–25. 
20 Bockmuehl (2010), 22–29. 
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most influential modern study by Maurice Halbwachs almost a century ago,21 
successful application in one field does not necessarily guarantee the same in 
another. Its use in the NT field has not met with universal approval. Some 
nervousness regarding such a theory-based approach goes without saying,22 but 
the heart of some scholars’ mistrust seems to be the over-confidence with 
which memory studies are employed to establish the historical validity of the 
gospel accounts, particularly the words of Jesus.23 More generally, there is a 
large degree of uncertainty about the relation between the presentist concerns 
of ‘social’ or ‘collective memory,’ and the past events of historical reality.24 
Doubtless some scholars, especially in historical Jesus research, have exploited 
this uncertainty to claim maximal correspondence between memory and his-
tory,25 though others are more circumspect.26 

Many of these criticisms are valid. To them might be added: the multiplicity 
of ‘memory theorists and theories’; the historian’s lack of qualification in 
choosing just one of these, and in applying it appropriately; and the polysemy 
of the word ‘memory’ not only between disciplines, but even individual people.  

It will be seen, however, that my use of the word memory largely escapes 
such pitfalls. My project does not use memory with the (implicit) aim of con-
firming certain historical facts, nor does it rely on ‘memory theory’ in a spe-
cialist or technical sense.27 Rather, I believe Ignatius to be a figure whose con-
tours and significance are thrown into particularly sharp relief by the idea of 
memory. For this reason, and because of the diverse uses to which I put the 
word throughout this study, it is impossible to give a single definition of the 
term ‘memory,’ other than what is commonly understood by the word in its 
non-technical, everyday use. Whereas most other early Christian martyrs are 
available to us only through the words and reflections of others,28 Ignatius is 
peculiar in having left us his own thoughts about his impending death, and so 
specially lends himself to such an investigation. I wish to unpack how memory 
can help us to understand what Ignatius (or the author of the MR) considered 
valuable to hand on to posterity, both in continuing the memory of pre-existing 
Old Testament and pagan figures, and also in forging anew a memorial for 
himself. Memory also covers the remit of reception history, with which I intend 
to examine how Ignatius has in fact been remembered. This will be based 
around the LR whose first-person biographical testimony must be rare if not 

 
21 Republished Halbwachs (1992). 
22 Crook (2013), 61–67; Foster (2012), 201–2. 
23 Foster (2012), 191–92. 
24 Foster (2012), 196–98; as noted by Halbwachs (1992), 182–83. Cf. Erll (2011), 39. 
25 Foster (2012: 200) suggests Bauckham (2006). 
26 Foster (2012: 201) suggests Allison (2010). 
27 Practitioners of ‘memory theory’ are occasionally consulted for their hermeneutic value, 

accompanied by appropriate caveats. 
28 See Buol (2018). 
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unique in antiquity, but also examines martyrological accounts of Ignatius. I 
hope thereby to expand the work of Castelli and other scholars of Christian 
hagiography, to understand how the memory of Ignatius has created meaning, 
purpose, and culture out of Christians’ experiences of suffering and earthly 
estrangement. In short, my project seeks to discover the interpretative potential 
of memory understood as a creative faculty and exercise. 

Since its marginalisation by Zahn and Lightfoot, the long recension has been 
largely overlooked in scholarship. “While each decade brings forth a new dis-
pute on the authenticity of seven letters attributed to Ignatius, the second-cen-
tury bishop of Antioch, barely a drop of ink is spent on the persona that he 
acquires in [the LR],” writes Edwards.29 This is partly due to a fascination with 
‘authenticity,’ and a corresponding apathy towards anything convicted of 
pseudepigraphy. As I demonstrate in this volume, questions of ‘authenticity’ 
and ‘authorship’ are far more complex than they appear, and opinion regarding 
what constitutes each has altered considerably since the first centuries of the 
Christian church. An examination of the LR reveals that these ‘forgeries’ con-
tain reminiscences of the second-century bishop, which demonstrate the con-
tinued influence of Ignatius’ persona. These are interesting as much for the 
light they shed on their own age as for the manner in which they are ‘resur-
rected’ and exploited in the service of specific theological, social, and polemic 
causes. The figure of Ignatius who emerges from the LR as the intended autho-
rial persona is found to be a catena of individuals and communities that have 
each contributed towards the memorial tradition of Ignatius – written testimony 
for the continuing life and relevance of the bishop through the centuries. The 
LR’s memorial of Ignatius is one of several in fourth-century Christianity, each 
competing for legitimacy, historical verisimilitude, and the right to claim the 
martyr for themselves. My study goes some way to exploring the untapped 
potential in the LR, and providing the “exhaustive examination of all the im-
portant features of the forger’s work” called for by Ehrman.30  

In part I, I investigate how Ignatius situates himself as a participant in the 
divine economy by evoking certain memories in the minds of his readers. Ig-
natius characterises the election, history, prophecy, and heroes of Israel as 
preparation for the revelation of Christ, and the proper inheritance of Christian 
communities (chapter 1). Ignatius also constructs Christian identity in relation 
with pagan things, people, and events, sometimes concluding that these too are 
ultimately to be brought within the fold of God’s love (chapter 2). In this first 
part, I approach the MR from a text-critical perspective, and interrogate the 
relationship between these memories and Christian identity as understood by 
Ignatius, with particular reference to its borders with potential ‘Jewish’ and 

 
29 Edwards (2013), 342. 
30 Ehrman (2013), 469. 
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‘pagan’ identities. While my research at times intersects with that of other mod-
ern scholars, this is a largely novel approach to Ignatius, and yields original 
findings. 

Part II is entitled “‘Memory Poiesis’ – Ignatius as a Forger of his own Me-
morialisation” and looks at the ways in which Ignatius constructs himself as a 
figure to be remembered in the MR. Central to this issue is the question of 
whether, and if so, how, Ignatius portrays himself as a sacrifice. Chapter 3 in-
volves a close reading of the passages in question. I ask what kind of sacrifice 
might be intended and the reasons for it, investigating potential sources for this 
notion. The fourth chapter builds upon the third and tests the suggestion of 
Allen Brent that Ignatius considered himself to have been a scapegoat for his 
communities’ sake. Whereas Brent describes only a vague ‘social-psychologi-
cal theory,’ without any workable mechanism, I employ the mimetic theory of 
René Girard, whose affinities with Ignatius are striking. Although Ignatius’ 
self-presentation might be said to show an awareness of his (and Christians’ in 
general) function as a scapegoat in a Graeco-Roman context (as Brent sug-
gests), he himself wishes to undermine this impulse to violent mimesis by of-
fering himself, like Christ, as a model of nonviolence and self-denial to be im-
itated by Christians and the world. He longs for his legacy to be the establish-
ment of a system of ministry by which this positive mimesis might be promul-
gated. Part II may be seen to compare conventional text-critical methods with 
modern anthropological theory, as hermeneutical tools for Ignatian studies. 
While some clear discrepancies arise, the two chapters produce strikingly sim-
ilar conclusions with regard to Ignatius’ understanding of his suffering as vi-
cariously beneficial. 

Since most of the texts which memorialise Ignatius ‘dissemble’ in some way 
(the LR is pseudepigraphic, the martyrologies employ first-person narration), 
I begin part III with an analysis of literary ‘forgery’ (chapter 5). I consider what 
it means to write ‘honestly’ or pseudepigraphically, authentically or inauthen-
tically, using one’s own words or the words of another, and attempt to critique 
some of these common false dichotomies. This analysis takes in evidence from 
the early church, and engages with modern scholars of literature, philosophy, 
and theology. I end with a discussion of the ‘genre’ of biography in antiquity, 
and in this regard compare the biographical elements present in Athanasius’ 
Life of Antony, Gregory’s Life of Saint Macrina, and the long recension, which 
all adopt the epistolary form for their projects. As the LR constitutes the most 
substantial literary memorialisation of Ignatius, chapter 6 looks in depth at the 
probable context of its composition, and the ways in which its author ‘resur-
rects’ Ignatius to speak to the issues of his own day. The combination of re-
dacting the seven MR letters, and composing six from scratch, grants the author 
unique command over the authorial voice of Ignatius; moreover, it allows me 
to compare how these two modes depict the martyr, and to draw out common-
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alities and themes. I also examine the LR’s theological persuasion, anti-heret-
ical polemic, ecclesiology, and the means by which he attempts to create veri-
similitude. Finally, chapter 7 turns to three other early reminiscences of Igna-
tius, namely the Antiochene and Roman martyrologies, and John Chrysostom’s 
Homily on the Holy Martyr Ignatius. As well as examining their portrayal of 
Ignatius, I trace how each bears witness to the novel devotional, liturgical, and 
material phenomenon of the cult of saints. A comparison of these portrayals of 
Ignatius with his own self-memorialisation finds divergence as well as surpris-
ing points of commonality, particularly surrounding the efficacious nature of 
his suffering for fellow Christians.  

Due to the breadth of this study, I have decided that the relevant secondary 
literature is best dealt with in the context of each chapter, rather than in a pref-
acing section. In a voluminous chapter of his 2019 book Writing the History of 
Early Christianity, Markus Vinzent has provided something of a history of 
scholarship on the three recensions since the Enlightenment.31 Even if my pro-
ject quite quickly diverges from his, Vinzent convincingly demonstrates the 
value of applying a retrospective perspective to Ignatius,32 of considering the 
chronically-overlooked LR, and indeed the worth of studying Ignatius at all.33 
That Ignatius is a figure who has “impacted,” well as been a "product of” var-
ious “social, political, ethical and religious constellations,” is a point at which 
our projects coincide.34 

The need for a study such as this is, I believe, quite clear. In the year I began 
this project, Harry Maier hinted at the generative potential of applying a lens 
of memory to the figure of Ignatius, which I have taken as encouragement for 
the first two parts of my project.35 Similarly, Markus Bockmuehl speaks of his 
study on the memory of Simon Peter36 as a “test case for both the potential 
promise and the limits of an approach that seeks to attend more carefully to the 
way Christianity’s originating figures left a footprint in living memory.”37 His 
project has more than vindicated such an approach, and I offer my study as a 
further opportunity for its potential to be plumbed and extended in a second-
century context. The third part of my study has received backing from Bart 
Ehrman, who in 2013 considered “a full critical commentary on the Pseudo-
Ignatians” to be a “major desideratum in the field.”38 The three parts together 

 
31 Vinzent (2019), 266–409. 
32 See Vinzent (2019), 273–74. 
33 See Vinzent (2019), 272–73. 
34 Vinzent (2019), 409. 
35 Maier (2017: 212): “Social memory – both what is past and the form that Ignatius creates 

in the course of his writings – is central to Ignatius’s strategies as religious entrepreneur vouch-
ing for a particular vision of God and the social consequences he derives from it.”  

36 Bockmuehl (2010) and (2012). 
37 Bockmuehl (2012), xiv–xv. 
38 Ehrman (2013), 469. 
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demonstrate the immense wealth of meaning able to be held within this single 
figure Ignatius, and the power of memory to unlock it. The work of Jan and 
Aleida Assmann on the connective power of memory,39 though explicitly men-
tioned in these pages only occasionally, has been instrumental in encouraging 
me to pursue this project. I would count it a great compliment if echoes of their 
words are detected among my own. 

It is one of the many ironies about Ignatius that he places more trust in what 
he writes than in his verbal testimony and physical presence.40 The fixity and 
durability of writing was appealing to one whose bodily (and perhaps mental) 
circumstances were so unpredictable. Indeed, it is appropriate that though Ig-
natius wishes to be annihilated bodily, he longs to be remembered literarily;41 
while other writers hope to remain in their writings in spite of their death, Ig-
natius hopes to remain because of his death. My study charts the nature of this 
hope, and the manner in which it is realised. 
 

 
39 E.g. J. Assmann (2006), 1–30, 81–100; (1995), 128–33; A. Assmann (2010), 17–20.  
40 Rom. 7.2: “If upon my arrival I myself should appeal to you, do not be persuaded by me; 

believe instead these things that I am writing to you.” 
41 Rom. 4.2; cf. Rom. 2.1 where he hopes that through death he will become  , as 

opposed to  if he remains alive. Space does not allow me a full exploration of Ignatius’ 
rich (and enigmatic) use of the conceptual locus  which is coupled both with  and 
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prophets  16, 20 
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21, 227–29 
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230 
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– sacrificial  63–66, 78–79 
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sunthusia  43–45, 97 
– see also sacrifice 
 
temple  24, 25 
– Jerusalem  24–25 
Tertullian  133–34, 136 
threefold ministry  109–12, 171–77, 180 
– see also bishop 
Trajan  82, 212–13, 217–20, 230–31 
Trinity  156–59, 174, 186  
 
unity  43–46, 50, 65, 80, 112, 120, 177 
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violence  89–91, 121 
– non-  95, 110–11, 114 
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